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PREFACE

THis book is a companion volume to Tae THEORY OF
THE THEATRE and STUuDIES IN STAGECRAFT, and should,
if possible, be read in association with its predecessors
in the series.

We are living in the midst of a great period of the
history of the drama—perhaps the very greatest that
the world has ever seen; but the general theatre-going
and play-reading public is only gradually developing a
consciousness of this astounding fact. The reason is
not difficult to define. In the evolution of any art,
creation always precedes criticism, because criticism is
merely an analysis of what has been created ; and, since
the contemporary drama began to bourgeon only thirty
years ago, it is not surprising that contemporary criti-
cism is only now beginning to interpret it. A few books
by pioneers have been before the public for half a dozen
or a dozen years, to plead, like lone voices in an almost
empty auditorium, for adequate appreciation of the
modern drama ; but it was not until very recently that
a sturdy group of books has been prepared to sally
forth, shoulder to shoulder, like an army with banners,
to conquer the credence of the public in the new era of
great drama that is now contributing a glory to the
theatre of the world. -

Those of us who were in college from fifteen to
twenty years ago will remember that we were taught

A4
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that there were four great periods in the history of
the drama—the Greek period of Sophocles, the Spanish !
period of Calderon, the English period of Shakespeare,
and the French period of Moliere. We were led to re-
gard the drama as an art that had been dead for several
centuries. Our professors were still diffident of Ibsen;
and they would have considered it a sacrilege against
the dignity of scholarship to advise us to study the
works of such untested dramatists as Hauptmann and
Pinero and Brieux. In half a generation, this attitude
toward the contemporary drama has been rendered
obsolete. It is no longer considered necessary, as a
requirement for a baccalaureate diploma, to read John
Ford in preference to Maurice Maeterlinck. The most
popular courses in our colleges to-day are courses in
the contemporary drama ; and the study has been taken
up by every woman’s club and literary circle in the land.
So swift has been this new development that a large
public, crying out for instruction, has outstripped the
available supply of teachers; and, for the present, it
has become the duty of every one who knows this or
that concerning the contemporary drama to write a
book about it and pass his knowledge on, at second
hand, to the many who are eager to receive it. It is
comforting to note that this demand, at last, is being
dealt with. So many books about the current drama
are, at present, being issued in rapid succession from
the press that, in another year or two, the most con-
servative of readers will no longer be permitted to plead
ignorance as an excuse for failing to appreciate the
artistic triumphs of the theatre of to-day.
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But this new criticism of a new creation has not as
yet attained its classic stage. Sophocles achieved his
Aristotle; but our great contemporary drama still
awaits a great dramatic critic. The task of criticism
is more difficult to-day than it has ever been before.
For one thing, the drama has become, for the first time,
cosmopolitan. In interpreting the periods of Sophocles,
Calderon, Shakespeare, and Moliére, the critic could
confine his attention, in each instance, to a single
nationality. But worthy contributions to the con-
temporary drama have been made by nations so diverse
as Scandinavia, Russia, Germany, Austria, France,
Belgium, Holland, Hungary, Italy, Spain, England,
and America. Aristotle could actually see and study
at first hand all the plays that were existent in his
world ; but, on the same terms, no modern critic could
possibly evaluate the best dramatic productions of
the last thirty years.

For another thing, the creations of the contempo-
rary period have been more diverse in content, in pur-
pose, and in method, than the creations of any of the
other great periods that have been enumerated. The
Elizabethan period endured for half a century—from
1590 to 1640, let us say; but all the plays presented
in this period display a family resemblance to each
other. The difference between Shakespeare and Web-
ster and Fletcher ¢ and the rest” [to quote a phrase
from the diary of Philip Henslowe] is a difference
merely of degree, and not at all of kind. Similarly [to
take another period] the art of Aschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides was the same art, in principle and
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method. Such periods can be summed up easily by a
critic who, like Aristotle, is endowed with eyes to see.
But it is much more difficult to interpret a brief period
of thirty years that discloses such diverse products as
;. The Weavers, Chantecler, The Thunderbolt, The Blue

Bird, Hindle Wakes, The Dream Play, The Red
Robe, The Cherry Orchard, and Sumurin. All of
these are great works; but they show no relation
to each other that is immediately recognizable.
They differ not merely in degree, but also in kind;
and the critic who endeavors to interpret all of
them must induce a separate set of principles for
each.

For still another thing, a development of the drama
in recent years toward naturalism has been accom-
panied by a simultaneous development of the theatre
toward fantastical romance; so that the contemporary
critic is required to deal synchronously with such
utterly different undertakings as those of Elizabeth
Baker and Gordon Craig—or as those of the Granville
Barker who wrote The Madras House and the Granville
Barker who produced The Man Who Married a Dumb
Wife. Criticism of so chaotic and diverse a period must
necessarily appear, for the present at least, chaotic
and diverse. The same standard that is used in judg-
ing Marlowe may be used in judging Shirley; but it
would manifestly be unfair to apply the same standard
in judging Hedda Gabler and Cyrano de Bergerac. 1t
should be, I think, apparent to any reasonable mind
that the time has not yet come for coherent and com-
plete and final criticism of that superb and varied
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efflorescence of the drama in the very midst of which
we dwell.

The most that can be accomplished by dramatic
critics at the present time is to interpret various trends
and tendencies in and for themselves. Some future
critic, looking back from a distance of a century or
- more, may be able to include Shaw and Synge and
Sudermann and Maeterlinck in a single stroke of the
eye; but for the present it seems wiser to approach
these masters separately, in different moods and with
different standards of appreciation. Brieux and Rein-
hardt, Stanley Houghton and Gordon Craig, D’Annun-
zio and Pinero, should be treated as the subjects of
different studies in stagecraft. For this reason, a
multiplication of critical studies of the contemporary
drama is greatly to be desired. Each commentator
should contrive to teach us something worthy of remem-
brance regarding that particular phase of the vast,
kaleidoscopic spectacle which has chiefly attracted his
attention. But no single critic, under these conditions,
can be readily accepted as a final and complete author-
ity on every aspect of so multifarious a phenomenon
as the contemporary drama.

The present volume [which is to be regarded as a
sort of suffix to Tue TrEoRY or THE THEATRE and
Stupies IN STAGECRAPT] is intended merely as a minor
contribution to an instant need. In this book, the
kaleidoscopic field of the contemporary drama is con-
sidered from various points of view,—that of the critic,
the dramatist, the stage-director, the scenic artist, the
manager, and the theatre-going public.
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Most of the studies included in this volume have
appeared, in earlier versions, in various magazines,—
The Bookman, Vogue, Good Housekeeping, and The
Theatre. 'To the proprietors of these publications I
am indebted for the privilege of quoting from my con-
tributions to their pages. It is scarcely necessary to
state that these studies have been revised and rear-
ranged and, in many passages, entirely rewritten.

In the process of preparing the present volume for
the press, I have encountered certain passages of
repetition which I have decided not to delete, because of
the advisability of adding emphasis to an important
point by iteration; and' I have encountered a few
other passages which seem, at first sight, to contradict
each other. But, in every instance of apparent contra-
diction, I have discovered that what I have said on the
one side and the other is equally true, according to the
point of view. I have decided, therefore, not to strive
for that foolish consistency which is the hobgoblin of
little minds. What I have desired is, rather, to main-
tain the free play of an unprejudiced, receptive mind
over the entire panorama of the contemporary stage.

- C. H.

New York Crry: 1917.
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PROBLEMS OF THE
PLAYWRIGHT

I
CONTRAST IN THE DRAMA

In this time of the tottering of definitions, it is
desirable that the dramatic critic, in the interest of
future playwrights, should seek some certain element
of narrative that may be accepted as essential to suc-
cess upon the stage. In view of the fact that several
of the younger realistic writers of Great Britain have
successfully evaded the famous assertion of the late
Ferdinand Brunetiére that the essential element of
drama is a struggle between human wills, it appears
to be necessary to agree with Mr. William Archer that
the Brunetiére formula can no longer be accepted as a
definition of the drama.

The potency of this attack upon a theory which for
twenty years has been regarded as an axiom must not
be over-estimated. Not even the author of The Great
Adventure—from which any positive assertion of the
human will has been carefully excluded—would deny
that the narrative pattern praised in unexceptionable
terms by Brunetiére is the one pattern which is most
likely to interest an audience assembled in a theatre, or
that at least nine-tenths of all the acknowledged master-
pieces of the drama, both in the past and in the present,
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_-':'-,§1:'vi'_ﬁfj§e{:f&§1i(i_.§1p.bp.éxamination to incorporate some
o’ conflict between human wills. Exceptions—according
to the Latin proverb—test a rule; but they do not
necessarily prove that, as a rule, it has lost its validity.
In shifting our critical position, we are merely admit-
ting that the element of conflict is not essential to the
drama ; it is far from our intention to suggest that, in
the vast majority of cases, this element is not desirable.
But even to admit that an element which was formerly
considered as essential can now be regarded only as
advantageous is to feel ourselves somewhat in the posi-
tion of mariners whose ship has sunk beneath them.
This position is pertinently indicated by the familiar
phrase “at sea.” It is always disconcerting to re-
nounce a seeming certainty; and the normal mind seeks
ever to erect some other image to replace an idol that is
overthrown. There is a world of meaning in the tradi-
tional announcement, “ The king is dead ; long live the
king!” When definitions die, we must immediately seek
new definitions to succeed them.

This necessity was felt by Mr. Archer when he dealt
his gentle death-blow to the theory that conflict is
essential to the drama. He proceeded at once to pre-
sent a new pretender to the vacant throne. The follow-
ing sentences, which are quoted from page 36 of Mr.
Archer’s Play-Making, define his new position:—

Vv “ What, then, is the essence of drama, if conflict be not
it? What is the common quality of themes, scenes,
and incidents, which we recognize as specifically dra-
matic? Perhaps we shall scarcely come nearer to a
helpful definition than if we say that the essence of
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drama is crisis. A play is a more or less rapidly-
developing crisis in destiny or circumstance, and a
dramatic scene is a crisis within a crisis, clearly fur-
thering the ultimate event. The drama may be called
the art of crises, as fiction is the art of gradual develop-
ments.”

This theory of Mr. Archer’s affords us at least a
floating spar to cling to, in the midst of the sea of
uncertainty into which we have disturbingly been
dropped. It is undeniable that the drama tends to
treat life more crisply and succinctly than the novel,
both becaise of the physical limitations of the theatre
and because of the psychological demands of the actors
and the audience. One way of attaining this crispness
and succinctness is to catch life at a crisis and to
exhibit the culminating points—or, as Mr. Archer says
in a later passage, “the interesting culminations *—of
the destinies of the characters concerned. But is this
the only way? No one would venture to deny that Mr.
Archer’s formula applies to at least nine-tenths of all
the acknowledged masterpieces of the drama; but so
did the formula of Brunetiére. It is obviously advan-
tageous for the drama to catch life at a crisis; but is
it absolutely necessary? If we can find as many excep-
tions to Mr. Archer’s rule as Mr. Archer found to
Brunetiére’s, we shall be compelled to decide that the
element of crisis is no more essential to the drama than
/ the element of conflict.

Let us now ask Mr. Archer if he can find any crisis in
Lady Gregory’s one-act comedy entitled The Work-
house Ward? This dialogue between two beggars lying
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in adjacent beds attains that crispness and succinct-
ness which is advocated by the critic, without exhibit-
ing a crisis in either of their lives. The whole point
of the play is that we leave the beggars precisely in the
same position in which we found them. Yet this comedy
is undeniably dramatic. It has beén acted successfully .
in Ireland and England and America, and has proved
itself, in all three countries, one of the most popular
pieces in the repertory of the Abbey Theatre Players.
Would Mr. Archer maintain that The Great Adventure
exhibits “a more or less rapidly-developing crisis in
destiny or circumstance,” or that any of the eight
scenes of this comedy, except the very first, can be.
regarded as  a crisis within a crisis, clearly furthering
the ultimate event? ” Is there any crisis in The Madras
House or in The Pigeon? Or, to go back to Shake-
speare, would Mr. Archer attempt to define as “ a crisis
within a crisis ” such a passage as Act V, Scene 1 of
The Merchant of Venice, in which Lorenzo and Jessica
discourse most eloquent music underneath the moon?
Is there any crisis in the scenes between Orlando and
Rosalind in the Forest of Arden?

To defend the element of crisis as essential in such
instances as these would necessitate the same sort of
verbal jugglery that would be required to establish the
element of conflict. It would seem, therefore, that Mr.
Archer has not led us any nearer to a certainty than
we were before. The friendly spar is floated from our
desperate grasp and we find ourselves once more
floundering in the sea.

Is there, after all, such a thing as an essential element
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of drama? Is there a single narrative element without
which a dramatic scene cannot succeed? I think that
there is; but I am willing to revoke this decision so
soon as any writer shall show me an exception to the
rule. It seems to me at present that the one indispen-
" sable element to success upon the stage is the element
of contrast, and that a play becomes more and more
dramatic in proportion to the multiplicity of contrasts
that it contains within itself.

The sole reason why The Workhouse Ward produces
a dramatic effect is that the two beggars are emphati-
cally different from each other. The moonlight scene
in The Merchant of Venice is interesting on the stage
because of the contrast between the contributions of
the two lovers to their lyrical duet. Both The Pigeon
and The Madras House derive their value from the fact
that they exhibit a series of contrasts between char-
acters. The Great Adventure is dramatic because the
drifting hero is wonderfully contrasted with the prac-
tical and sensible heroine and every scene of the play
reveals some minor contrast between antithetic minds.
What is the dramatic element in the soliloquies of
Hamlet? Do they not derive their theatrical effective-
ness from the fact that they present a constant con-
trast between very different human qualities which, in
this case, happen to have been incorporated in a single
person? Such a play as Every Man in His Humour
stands outside the formula of Brunetitre, because it
exhibits no struggle of contending wills; it also stands
outside the formula of Mr. Archer, because it exhibits
neither a crisis nor a series of criges; but it is a great
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comedy, because it exhibits an unintermitted series of
contrasts between mutually foiling personalities.

One of the most amusing comedies of recent years
affords us an emphatic illustration of the principle of
contrast. This is General John Regan, the first dra-
matic composition by Canon Hannay, of St. Patrick’s,
Dublin,—a genial Irish gentleman who had previously
published several novels signed with the utterly English
and very solemn pen-name of * George A. Birming-
ham.” General John Regan is merely an amplified
anecdote. It exhibits no conflict of contending wills;
neither does it disclose a crisis in the life of any of the
characters; but it is dramatically interesting because
it sets forth a series of delightful contrasts between a
dozen very different people.

A rich American tourist who is motoring through
Ireland is halted in the sleepy little town of Ballymoy.
In order to give the inhabitants something to think
about, he casually remarks that he has come to look
up the early records of the life of General John
Regan, the Liberator of Bolivia,—the most renowned
of all the native sons of Ballymoy. Nobody has ever
heard of this mythical hero; but the dispensary doctor,
a lively-minded man named Lucius O’Grady, plays up to
the suggestion that has been offered by the stranger.
Dr. O’Grady selects a ruined cottage as the birthplace
of the famous general, points out the town jail as the
residence of his boyhood, and confers upon the tongue-
tied maid-servant of the village inn the honorable desig-
. nation of Only Surviving Relative. He persuades the
adventurous American to start a subscription to erect
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a statue to the Great Liberator in the market-square
of Ballymoy, and compels all the leading citizens to
contribute to the fund.

The entire second act is taken up with Dr. O’Grady’s
preparations for the civic event which is to mark the
unveiling of the monument. This act exhibits no con-
tention of wills, but merely a general contagion of
enthusiasm which overwhelms the wills of all the char-
acters. It would merely be a jugglery of words to
insist that this act exhibits a crisis in the history of
Ballymoy; and even Mr. Archer must admit that it
does not show a crisis in the individual career of any
of the characters. The most amusing scene of all is a
lengthy dialogue between five representative citizens of
Ballymoy who are gathered round a table in the village
inn to discuss the details of the civic project. What is
the source of interest in this scene? What is that
specific quality by virtue of which it must be termed
dramatic? Apparently—since all other explanations
fail—it must be the delightful contrast between the
five very different characters that take part in the con-
versation. '

It is decided in the second act to purchase, at a
reduced price, a second-hand mortuary monument that
has been rejected in Dublin by the relatives of the
deceased ; and in the last act this monument is unveiled
by the taciturn maid-servanty dressed fantastically as a
fairy. Dr. O’Grady has had the audacity to invite the
Lord Lieutenant of Ireland to preside at the ceremony.
This dignitary has sent down his aide-de-camp to pro-
test against the hoax; but Dr. O’Grady coerces this
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very English and utterly helpless underling into mak-
ing an address, which is regarded by the populace as
an official acceptance of the monument.

This composition is very rich in characterization
and unusually humorous in dialogue. Canon Hannay
thoroughly knows his Ireland, and he writes with that
imaginative glibness which is always evident in Irish
humor. His play successfully defies those definitions of
the drama which till very recently were held as axioms,
and it seems to prove that the sole essential to success
in comedy is a sufficiently interesting contrast between
characters.




I
BUILDING A PLAY BACKWARD

AvutHor’s Note.—The first section of the present chapter
was originally published in Tuz BookMaN for February,
1914. It was this article which suggested to Mr. Elmer L.
Reizenstein the pattern for his celebrated play, On T'rial,—
a fact which Mr. Reizenstein graciously acknowledged in
the public press at the time when his play was produced.
The second section of the present chapter was written
immediately after the popular triumph of On T'rial.

I

Mz. Joun GavrsworTHY’s recent novel, The Dark
Flower—which is a great work of art—tells three dis-
. tinct love-stories, that happen to the same hero at
different periods of his career. In order to avoid
monotony, the author has employed a different chrono-
logical pattern for each of the three sections of his
novel. In telling the first story, he begins at the begin-
ning; in telling the second story, he begins approxi-
mately at the middle; and in telling the third story,
he begins at the very end.

It is obvious that, so long as the novelist exhibits
_his events in a pattern that reveals their logical rela-
tion, it is not at all necessary that he should present
them in chronological succession. In the first chapter
of Pendennis, the hero is seventeen years old ; the second

9
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chapter narrates the marriage of his parents, and his
own birth and boyhood ; and at the outset of the third
chapter, he is only sixteen years of age. Stories may
be told backward through time as well as forward.
Thackeray often begins a chapter with an event that
happened one day and ends it with an event that hap-
pened several days before,—working his way back-
ward from effects to caiises, instead of forward from
causes to effects.

In reviewing any passage of our own experience, we
are more likely to think backward from the last event
than forward from the first. Retrogression in time is,
therefore, a natural device of narrative; and it is not
at all surprising to find it thoroughly established as a
convention of the novel. What is surprising, on the
other hand, is the fact that it has not yet been estab-
lished as a convention of the drama.

I know of no play in which events have been exhibited
in a pattern of reverted time. Of course, a present

 event is frequently employed as the exciting cause of a
conversation which expounds some previous event ; and,
in such instances, the discovery of what has happened in
the past is often more important to the audience than
the observation of what is happening in the present.
But, in these expository passages, the past events are
merely talked about and never actually acted on the
stage. In Romance, by Mr. Edward Sheldon, a prologue

jh the present is followed by a three-act play which nar-
rates events that happened over forty years before;
but, in the structure of the play itself, there is no
retrogression in time. More interesting, from our pres-
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ent point of view, is the device of Sir Arthur Pinero
in turning back the clock at the outset of the third act
of The Thunderbolt. At the end of the second act, in
‘the house of Thaddeus Mortimore, a servant arrives
with a message from his brother James. The third act,
in the house of James Mortimore, overlaps the second
act in time; and an entire scene is acted out before
the servant is instructed to set out with the message for
Thaddeus. This simple expedient, which is used in
nearly every novel, seemed exceedingly surprising in
the drama ; but there can be no question that, in The
Thunderbolt, its employment was both useful and suc-
cessful.

Might it not be interesting to go a step further and
build an entire drama backward,—to construct a three-
act play, for instance, in which the first act should
happen in the autumn, the second act in the preceding
summer, and the third act in the previous spring? Let
us imagine a tragedy, for instance, in which, with no
preliminary exposition, a murder or a suicide is acted
out in the initial act. This would naturally awaken
in the audience a desire to understand the motives which
had culminated in the crime. Then, in the second act,
we could exhibit the crucial event which had made
the murder or the suicide inevitable. Again, the audi-
ence would be stimulated to think backward from effects
to causes and to wonder what had brought this crucial
event about. Lastly, in the third act, several previous
events could be displayed, which would finally clear
up the mystery by expounding the initiation of the
narrative.
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Or, to invent an example in the mood of comedy,
let us imagine a first act which should exhibit the hope-
lessly unhappy home life of a kindly and reasonable man
who is married to a peevish and unreasonable woman,
The heroine is pretty, let us say, and there are some
seeds of poetry in her nature that flower every now
and then to momentary loveliness. But, like many
people who are not incapable of poetry, she abandons
herself utterly to the emotion of the moment; and
whenever this emotion is not pleasant, she makes life
miserable for anybody who is near her. Because she
is pretty, she has always been spoiled. She is selfish,
she is jealous, she is vain; and whenever these ignoble
motives are in any slight degree assailed, she breaks
out into a violent fit of temper. Just now, in response
to an insistent question, her husband has told her that
she looks better in pink than in blue. The heroine,
whose instinct is antagonistic, at once prefers blue;
she does not see why her husband, if he loves her—he
said he loved her—should not admit that she would
look well in anything; and she proceeds to kick the
furniture. The husband seeks refuge in reading The
Wind in the Willows—whereupon she knocks the book
out of his hand. Very gently he remarks: “ You
didn’t seem like this, dear, before we were married.”
And on that backward-looking line the curtain falls.

The second act shows them in their courtship, two
years before. The romance of falling in love has
brought out all the lyric loveliness that is latent in the
complex nature of the heroine. Her prospective hus-
band sees her at her best, and only at her best. Her
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family could tell him that she is hard to live with;
but—glad enough to get her married—they refrain
from doing so. Besides, her brother is a gentleman.

The hero is his friend: but what can a decent fellow -

do in such a dilemma? The heroine seems lovable in-
deed, when she graciously accepts a large bouquet of
orchids, and reads aloud by golden lamp-light the
forlorn and lovely little lyrics of Christina Rossetti.
The hero proposes marriage: is accepted: and the cur-
tain falls.—Would not this little comedy gain greatly
in ironic emphasis by being acted backward in time
instead of forward? The question, “ What happened
before? ”, is fully as suspensive as the question, “ What
happens next?”: and, in this instance, it is by far the
more important question of the two.

- Though novels are frequently narrated in a pattern
of reverted time, this proposal to build a play back-
ward may seem so revolutionary that most technicians
would dismiss it as impossible. But, why? The answer,
of course, is obvious ; but I am not at all sure that it is
final. To follow a narrative forward, from cause to
effect, requires a synthetic exercise of mind; and to
follow it backward, from effect to cause, requires an
analytic exercise. Of these two activities of mind, the
analytic demands a greater alertness of intelligence,
and a greater fixity of attention, than the synthetic.
The collective mind of a helter-skelter theatre audience
is less alert and less attentive than the individual
mind of a cultivated reader. Furthermore, the reader
of a novel, if his mind becomes muddled by the juggling
of chronology, may always suspend his reading to turn
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back a dozen or a hundred pages and reread some
finger-pointing passage whose significance he has for-
gotten; whereas the auditors of a play can never halt
the performance to reinform themselves of some point
hat they have missed. Also, the theatre-going public
abhors novelty, and never reads the program. These
arguments—and many more—are so familiar that they
need not be repeated in detail. Yet something may now
be said upon the other side.

To students of the history of the drama, one of the
most important phenomena of the last hundred years
has been the very rapid development that has taken
place, from decade to decade, in the intelligence of
the theatre-going public. The average audience is at
present more alert and more attentive than ever before
in the history of the theatre. This point is evidenced
by the fact that, throughout the last century, the tech-
nique of the prevailing type of drama has grown
progressively less synthetic and more analytic. The
prevailing pattern of the drama sixty or seventy years
ago was the pattern that was worked out by Eugtne
Scribe for the so-called * well made play.” Scribe
devoted his first act to a very thorough exposition, and
only at the curtain-fall introduced an element of
forward-looking action. Then, at the outset of the sec-
ond act, he started his narrative in motion; and there-
after he followed it forward in time, to the climax and
the close. He never asked his audience to think back-
ward. He worked entirely from causes to effects, and
centered his suspense in the obvious question, *“ What
will happen next? »
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Contrast this utterly synthetic pattern—a formula
for putting two and two together, instead of a formula
for taking four apart—with the intricately analytic
pattern that was developed, forty years later, by Hen-
rik Ibsen. Ibsen caught his story very late in its
career, and revealed the antecedent incidents in little
gleams of backward-lcoking dialogue. His method has
often been compared with that of Sophocles; but there
is this essential difference,—that, whereas the Athenian
audience always knew the story in advance and there-
fore did not need an exposition, Ibsen was required to
expound a series of antecedent circumstances at the
same time that he was developing his catastrophe. For,
instead of compacting his exposition into the first act—
according to the formula of Scribe—he revealed it,
little by little, throughout the progress of the play. In
the first act, he expounded only so much as the audience
needed to know in order to understand the second; in
this, in turn, he expounded such further antecedent in-
cidents as were necessary to an appreciation of the
third act; and so on, to the end of the play. In Ros-
mersholm, for instance, he was still expounding in the
very last moments of the final act.

This method requires the auditor to think backward,
and therefore presupposes a more intelligent audience
than the straightforward formula of Scribe. But, very’
recently, that masterly technician, M. Henry Bern-
stein, has gone a step further in forcing the audience to
observe a story in retrospectory review. Instead of
scattering his expository passages throughout the play,
as Ibsen did, M. Bernstein now compacts them into
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a single act; but, with a startling overturning of the
formula of Scribe, he exhibits this act last instead of
first,—setting it forth as an epilogue, instead of as a
prologue, to the action.

- This new formula was first exemplified by M. Bern-
stein in L’A4ssaut, which was acted in America under the
title of The Attack. A noted politician who is running
for office is accused of having committed a crime many
years before. Either he is innocent or he is guilty:
and this dilemma is set before us in the first act. The
second act develops the presumption that he is innocent,
until his innocence is publicly established by process
of law. This is the climax of the play. Then, his
innocence being now beyond question, the hero con-
fesses to the heroine that he was actually guilty. This
is the end of the second act. What remains to be done?
We naturally demand an explanation of the circum-
stances which, so many years before, had led this
admirable hero to commit that reprehensible crime. In
his third and last act, M. Bernstein expounds the facts
at length and in detail. Now we know: and the play is
over. This same formula is employed much more art-
fully in The Secret, a later and greater work, which
is worthy of examination in detail.

Considered as a technical achievement, The Secret is
perhaps the most wonderful of all the plays of M.
Henry Bernstein. The work of this author is already
so well known in America that it is scarcely necessary
to state that his plays are nothing more than tours de
force. His plots are marvelously constructed, his char-
acters are true to life, his dialogue is pithy and com-
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pact; and yet we always feel by instinct that he is not a
great dramatist. The reason for this feeling is that he
‘never heightens our interest in life or adds to our under-
standing of it. He lacks the God-given ability to make
us care about his characters. We see them suffer, but
we do not take them to our hearts and feel their suffer-
ings as our own. His work is too objective, too ab-
stract, to appeal to us as human. But, considered solely
as a craftsman, he is the most ingenious artist in the
drama at the present time.

In The Secret, M. Bernstein, for a full half of his
play, makes us think [or, rather allows us to think]
that his heroine is one sort of person; and then turns
about, in the second half of the second act, and proves
to us that she is a totally different sort of person.
Amazed at the contradiction of the two opinions of her
character which we have held successively, we find our-
selves still groping for an explanation of this personal
enigma. This explanation is afforded in the third and
final act. Here again, as in The Attack, M. Bernstein
has deferred his exposition till the end of the play, in-
stead of giving it at the beginning. Thereby he has
created what may be called an analytical suspense,—a
suspense of asking not, *“ What happens next?”, but,
“ Why did these things happen? ” This is perhaps the
nearest approach to building a play backward which
has ever yet been made in the theatre of the world.

It will be noted also that M. Bernstein has brushed
aside one of the most commonly accepted dogmas of the

\/ theatre,—the dogma that a dramatist must never keep

& secret from his audience. The entire purpose of his
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pattern is to deceive his auditors for half the play, and
then to use the other half to undeceive them. A con-
siderable section of his second act runs parallel to the
third act of Othello, with the heroine playing the part
of Iago; but as yet we have seen no reason to suspect
that she is not a generous and honest woman. It is as
if Shakespeare, up to the middle of his third act, had
allowed us to see Iago only as he appeared to the eyes
of his general—* This fellow’s of exceeding honesty,”—
and had not allowed us to perceive the error until it
became evident to Othello himself.

If this pattern had been proposed in advance to any
Jjury of dramatic critics [including the present writer],
it would have been rejected as unfeasible, because of
. the traditional belief that no audience will submit to
the necessity of altering its entire conception of a char-
acter in the middle of a play. Yet M. Bernstein delib-
erately chose this pattern, in defiance of tradition; and
his play has pleased the public, in both Paris and New
York. Here, again, we encounter a practical evidence
of the vanity of dogma, and an indication that no prin-
ciple can ever be considered final in dramatic criticism.

But, at present, the most important point for us to
notice is that M. Bernstein has turned the formula of
Scribe completely upside down, and has chosen to end
his drama at the point where Scribe would have begun it.

Shall the development of backward-looking narrative
stop with M. Bernstein? If not, the only possible next
step will be to act out events upon the stage in an order
that reverses that in which they are presumed to have
occurred. . The actual action of The Attack and The
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Secret is straightforward in chronology ; and it is only
in his psychological effect upon the audience that M.
Bernstein appears to build his plays backward. Re-
garding that next step, which now seems so revolution-
ary, the critic can only wonder if some very clever
playwright will attempt it in the future. .

There are certain stories which are seen most natu-
rally if we follow them forward from causes to effects;
but there are certain other stories which can be under-
stood most truly only if we follow them backward from
effects to causes. As a matter of experiment, it would
be extremely interesting if some playwright should soon
set before us a story of this type in the perspective of
reverted time.

i

At the very outset of the autumn season of 1914, a
great success was achieved by a youth of twenty-one
whose name had never before been heard of in the thea-
tre. Like Lord Byron, this new playwright awoke one
morning to discover that he had grown famous over-
night. His name—which is familiar now—is Elmer L.
Reizenstein; and the title of his play—which crowded
the Candler Theatre every night for many months—is -
On Trial.

The most remarkable feature of the success of On
T'rial is that it is emphatically a success of art for art’s
sake. The piece has been accurately described by the
youthful author as *“an experiment in dramatic tech-
nique ”; and its instantaneous and huge success affords
a hitherto unprecedented indication that our public has
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grown sufficiently interested in the technique of the
drama to welcome plays whose strongest bid for favor
is their technical efficiency.

Until this indication of a turning of the tide in favor
of stagecraft for the sake of stagecraft, it had been
generally agreed among observers of our current drama
that popular success depended more on subject-matter
than on technical dexterity. Nearly all the plays that
have run, in recent seasons, more than six months in
New York have succeeded because of something in the
theme or in the story that caught the fancy of the
public. While technical masterpieces like The Thun-
derbolt have failed, inferior fabrics like Within the Law
have played to crowded houses for a year because of a °
certain timeliness of interest in their subject-matter.
Peg o My Heart succeeded because it told a pretty,
sentimental story, while Hindle Wakes failed because it
told a story that was neither pretty nor sentimental.
By inference from examples such as these, it had ap-
peared that the material of a play was the only thing
our public cared about, and that technique—even the
technique of a Pinero or a Stanley Houghton—would
afford no royal road to popular favor unless it were
expended on a story that was novel or timely or pretty
or sentimental.

But the subject-matter of On T'rial is scarcely inter-
esting in itself. The play has no theme; and the story
that it tells is not sentimental or pretty or timely or
even novel. A profligate induces an inexperienced
young girl to spend a night with him at a road-house
by promising to wed her on the morrow. The next
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morning the girl’s father appears at the road-house,
accompanied by a woman who is already married to
the profligate. The villain runs away, and the girl is
taken home by her father. Shortly afterward, her
father dies; and some years later the girl meets and
marries an honorable man. A daughter is born to
them, and they develop a very happy home. It appears
that the heroine was justified in concealing from her
husband the misfortupe that had befallen her before she
met him. But the husband meets the profligate in the
business world, is befriended by him, and even borrows
money from him. This money he repays in cash; but the
profligate takes advantage of the accidental renewal of
acquaintance with the heroine to force her to yield
to him again, under threat of allowing the past
iniquity to be exposed. The husband, discovering the
recent intrigue, seeks out the profligate and shoots him
dead. A few moments before the shooting, the private
secretary of the profligate has stolen from the latter’s
safe the cash that had just been paid him by the mur-
derer; and it therefore appears to the police that rob-
bery was the motive for the murder. The husband
seizes on this circumstantial evidence to shield his
wife and child from scandal. He confesses himself
guilty of murder for the sake of robbery, and asks only.
to be sent to the electric chair. But the court insists
on assigning counsel to defend him ; and the defendant’s
lawyer, by calling the wronged wife to the stand, makes
clear the real motive for the shooting. The private
secretary of the dead man is also called as a witness;
and when the defendant’s counsel succeeds in forcing
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him to confess that it was he who had rifled the
safe and that this robbery had had no connection with
the murder, the jury agree at once in acquitting the
_defendant. .

. It will be noticed that this story is entirely tradi-
tional. At no moment does it exhibit any note of nov-
elty. It is sound enough, indeed, to seem worthy of
retelling; but no one can deny that it is trite. The
characters concerned in the story are also true enough
to life to warrant their revisiting the glimpses of the
footlights; but they are neither original nor likable
nor particularly interesting. Why should the public
flock to the theatre to meet a man who leads a girl
astray, or another man who shoots him dead? Why
should the public still shed tears over a wronged wife,

" and a child who remains pathetically unaware of a scan-
dal that has destroyed the happiness of her parents?
From questions such as these, it should become appar-
ent that Mr. Reizenstein was dealing with a story that
by no means contained, within itself, the elements of
sure success. Did he succeed, then, because of any trick
of writing in his dialogue? The answer is, emphati-
cally, no. The best that can be said of the writing of
On T'rial is that it is direct and simple and concise ; but
the dialogue is utterly devoid of literary charm and of
that human richness which is akin to humor. Hundreds
of plays which have been obviously better written have
failed at once, in recent years, upon our stage. Why,
then, did On T'rial capture the public by assault?
The reason is that Mr. Reizenstein utilized the novel
device of building his story backward. This device was
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interesting in itself, because it had never been employed
before on the American stage; and Mr. Reizenstein’s
employment of it was made doubly interesting by the
fact that he revealed, in this experiment, a technical
efficiency that is truly astonishing in the first work of
an author with no previous experience of the stage. In-
stead of inventing a story and then deciding how to
tell it, this adventurous young playwright started out
with an idea of how to tell a story in a novel way and
then invented a story that would lend itself to this pre-
determined technical experiment.

We have observed already that the story of On T'rial
is rather commonplace ; but Mr. Reizenstein has made it
seem, in Browning’s phrase, both  strange and new ”
by revealing it from the end to the beginning, instead
of from the beginning to the end. Instead of starting
out with motives and developing them to their ultimate
expression in facts, he has started out with the accom-
plished facts and then delved backward to reveal the
motives which had instigated them.

In the first act of On T'rial we see the murder com-
mitted on the stage. In the second act we see enacted
an incident two hours before the murder which makes
us aware of the exciting cause of the subsequent event
that we have previously witnessed. But it is not until
the third act, which reveals in action an event that
happened thirteen years before, that we are permitted
to discover and to comprehend the motives which ulti-

.mately culminated in the shooting that we saw in the
initial act. By telling his story backward, from effect
to cause, the author has added an element of theatrical
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suspense to a narrative which otherwise might have
been dismissed by the public as an oft-repeated tale.

It must not be inferred from the success of Mr.
Reizenstein’s experiment that there is, inherently, any
greater virtue in building a play backward than in
following the chronological sequence which has always
heretofore been jraditional in the drama. The choice
of method must depend on the type of story that the
playwright has to tell. It remains as true to-day as
ever that the great majority of dramatic stories may
be set forth most effectively if they are built up, syn-
thetically, from causes to effects. It is only a particu-
lar type of narrative—and stories of this type will
always remain in the minority—that can be set forth
most effectively if they are analyzed from effects to
causes. This statement must be emphasized, lest the
public should be threatened with a rush of plays whose
only claim to interest should be that t’ney aim to illus-
trate the Biblical maxim that *the last shall be first
and the first shall be last.” The famous experiment of
Columbus with the egg was bad for the egg: there are
many objects in the universe that are not meant to
stand on end.



III
THE POINT OF VIEW

THE present period of the drama is one that lends
itself peculiarly to technical adventure. The rapid de-
velopment in the physical efficiency of the theatre that
has taken place in the last half century, and the simul-
taneous increase in the alertness and intelligence of the
theatre-going public, have made it possible for play-
wrights to inaugurate a series of innovations that have
broadened the boundaries of the technique of the drama.
Traditional ideas, which formerly had stood for cen-
turies, of what can be done in the theatre and (more
particularly) what cannot be done, are now being
altered every season, as adventurous playwrights press
forward to the accomplishment of technical tasks which
have never been attempted before.

In the previous chapter we had occasion to celebrate
the successful transference to the service of the drama of
a technical expedient which has long been customary in
the novel—the expedient, namely, of constructing a
story from effects to causes and revealing it in a pattern
of reverted time. There are many other narrative de-

'viges which have long been used in the short-story and
the novel, that might be transferred, with equal advan-
tage, to the strategy of the contemporary drama. In

25
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past years, the critic has often been required to insist
that the art of the novel is one thing and the art of
the drama is another; but, under present-day con-
ditions, he is also required to admit that the differ-
ence between the two crafts is by no means so decided
as it used to be. For one thing, the gap between the
novel and the drama has been bridged over by the mov-
ing-picture play—an artistic product which is equally
novelistic and dramatic; and, for another thing, the
recent improvements in stage machinery, which have
made it possible to shift a set ip less than thirty sec-
onds of absolute darkness and azsolute quiet, have also
made it possible for the playwright to adopt a freer
form of narrative than was imposed upon him twenty
years ago. We may confidently expect that, in the
next few years, the drama will avail itself more and
more of narrative devices which, though thoroughly
established in the novel, have hitherto been regarded
as beyond the reach of stagecraft.

Students of the technique of the novel are aware that,
ever since the outset of the eighteenth century, the
novelist has been permitted to project his narrative
from either of two totally different points of view, which
may be called, for convenience, the internal and the
external. He may reveal his story internally, as it
appears to the mind of one or another of the actors
who take part in it; or he may reveal it externally, as
it would appear to a disinterested mind sitting aloof
from all the characters and regarding them with what
Mr. Alfred Noyes has greatly called * the splendor of
the indifference of God.” Heretofore, only the second

|
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of these points of view has been permitted to the drama-
tist. He has been obliged to set his characters equi-
distant from * the god-like spectator ” (to quote Mr.
Archer’s phrase), and has been required to reveal them
through an atmosphere of inviolable objectivity.

Novelists like George Eliot have been accustomed
to avail themselves of the privilege of vivisecting the
brains of their characters and analyzing those most
intimate thoughts and emotions that never translate
themselves into speech or express themselves in action;
but, since the renunciation (both for better and for
worse) of the technical expedients of the soliloquy and
the aside, the dramatist has been denied this great ad-
vantage of entering the mind of any of his characters
and forcing the audience, for the moment, to look at
the entire play from this individual and personal point
of view.

Recently, however, a few adventurous playwrights
have discovered a more effective means than any series
of soliloquies and asides for shifting the audience, at
any moment, from an external and objective point of
view to a point of view that is internal and subjective.
The second act of that beautiful and well-remembered
play, The Poor Little Rich Girl, was exhibited from the
point of view of a child whose mind is drifting under
the influence of an opiate; and in a more recent play
entitled The Phantom Rival, an entire act is devoted
to the exhibition of events that happen only in the
fancy of one of the leading characters.

The success of such experiments as these sets the
dramatist on an equal footing with the novelist in the
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very important matter of being permitted to shift
the point of view from which his story is to be observed.
The full advantage of this technical innovation has not
yet been reaped in the theatre; but a whole new field
has been opened up to future playwrights. Would it
not be interesting, for instance, to show a certain scene
as it appeared from the point of view of one of the
characters concerned, and subsequently to reénact the
entire scene as it appeared from the very different point
of view of another of the characters? This ironical
device has already been employed in the novel, by such
technical experimentalists as Mr. Arnold Bennett. Be-
fore long we may expect to see it successfully employed
upon the stage.

The Phantom Rival was written by Ferenc Molnar,
a Hungarian dramatist who has nearly always shown
an adventurous originality in his technical attack. The
American version was made by Mr. Leo Ditrichstein.

In the labor-saving first act of this play, the theme
is outlined in a conversation between a writer and an
actor, which takes place in a restaurant. The writer
expounds a theory that most women treasure through-
out their entire lives an idealized image of the man who
has first awakened them to a consciousness of love, and
that, even though they subsequently marry some one
else, they continue, in the secret recesses of their minds,
to compare their husband, to his disadvantage, with this
phantom rival.

This explicit conversation is a sort of prologue to
 the play, in which neither the writer nor the actor is
involved. The leading figure in the comedy is a woman
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married to a husband who is jealous not only of her
present but also of her past. He discovers that before
her marriage she had been interested in a certain Rus-
sian; and, though this Russian had returned to his
native country seven years before, the husband now
insists that his wife shall read to him the treasured
letter which the lover of her youth had sent to her at
parting. In this letter, the eager foreigner had told
her that he would come back to her some day—as a
great general, or a great statesman, or a great artist,
or even, if the worst befell him, as a humble tramp who
would lay the wreckage of his life beneath her feet.
The husband sneers at this highfaluting letter, and
thereby stimulates the imagination of his wife to rush
to the rescue of his phantom rival.

She drifts into a day-dream, in which her mind,
hovering between sleep and waking, bodies forth an
image of her former lover in the successive guises of a
great general, a great statesman, a great artist, and a
humble tramp. These scenes are exhibited entirely from
the heroine’s point of view. She knows nothing of the
actual conditions of any of the careers about which
she is dreaming; and, naturally enough, her phantom
lover appears to her as an utterly impossible sort of
person, acting out heroical absurdities and talking all
the while the stilted language of a Laura Jean Libbey
novel, ‘ '

In the third act we are recalled to actuality. The
former lover of the heroine, returned from Russia,
makes a business call upon her husband, and reveals
himself to her as an utterly undistinguished and small-
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minded character. Comparing this trivial little per-
son with the huge dreams she has had of him, the wife
is forced to admit that her husband is the better man
and to expel the phantom rival from the regions of
-her fancy.




v
SURPRISE IN THE DRAMA

I recent years our native playwrights have devoted
- & great deal of attention to technical experiment. It
might be argued that they would have fared better if
they had thought more about life and less about the
theatre; but, though they have discovered compara-
tively little to say, they have at least devised many
means of saying things ingeniously. This is, per-
haps, the necessary mark of a drama that is still so
young as ours. Youth cares more for cleverness than
it cares for the more sedentary quality of insight.
When Mr. George M. Cohan is ninety years of age—
and our theatre has grown hoary in the interval—he
will have more to tell us about life, but he will no longer
make a pattern so astonishingly dexterous as that of
Seven Keys to Baldpate.

Mr. Reizenstein’s On T'rial is typical of the current
aspect of our growing drama. In subject-matter, it is
“weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable”; for it tells us
nothing about life that has not been told—and often
told more wisely—in innumerable antecedent melo-
dramas. But in method, it is novel and exceedingly
ingenious.

Not all of the adventurous experiments of our Amer-
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ican playwrights have been so signally successful ; but
all of them are worthy of theoretical consideration. In
the present chapter, it may be profitable to examine the
concerted assault which has recently been made against
the time-honored tradition of the theatre that a dram-
" atist must never keep a secret from his audience.
Concerning this tradition, Mr. William Archer said
in 1912, “ So far as I can see, the strongest reason
against keeping a secret is that, try as you may, you
cannot do it. . . . From only one audience can a
secret be really hidden, a considerable percentage of
any subsequent audience being certain to know all about
it in advance. The more striking and successful is the
first-night effect of surprise, the more certainly and
rapidly will the report of it circulate through all strata
of the theatrical public.” This statement, which seems
sound enough in theory, has failed to prove itself in
practice; and the fact of the matter seems to be that
the “ theatrical public ” is far less cohesive than Mr.
Archer has assumed. News does not travel, either rap-
idly. or readily, through all its very different strata.
This fact was indicated by the career of Mr. Roi
Cooper Megrue’s surprise-play, Under Cover. Although
the piece had previously run a year in Boston, the
vast majority of those who saw it on the first night in
New York were completely taken in by the dramatist’s -
deception; and, even after the play had run for many"
months in the metropolis, and had been analyzed re-
peatedly in the press, it was still observable that the
majority of those who came to see it were still ignorant
of the precise nature of the trick that was to be played
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upon them. They came to the theatre with a vague
notion that the plot would be surprising, but they did'
not know the story in advance.

Mr. Max Marcin, the author of a clever surprise-
play, Cheating Cheaters, complained, after the first
night, that it was unfair for the newspapers to print
summaries of his plot, thereby revealing in advance to
future audiences the nature of the trap the dramatist
had set for them. This protest, perhaps, was justified
in theory; but, in fact, the author had no reason for
complaint. Even that minority of the theatre-going
public who habitually read the first-night notices in
the newspapers do not long recall specifically what is \
said in them. All that they carry away from the read-
ing is & vague impression that the play was praised or
damned: it is only the few people who do ‘not pay for
tickets to the theatre who read these notices more deeply
and remember the details.

The reports of current plays that circulate by word

" of mouth among the ticket-buying public are nearly
always very vague. A man will tell his friends that a
certain piece is “a good show ”; but rarely, if ever,
would he be able to pass on in conversation a coherent
statement of the plot. Though Cheating Cheaters was
played to large audiences for many months, the big sur-
prise of the plot remained a mystery to three-fourths of
all the people who attended it. Those of us who go pro-
fessionally to the theatre do not always realize how
little the general public knows in advance about current
plays with which we ourselves are thoroughly familiar. .

Despite, then, what Mr. Archer said in 1912, it ha?
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been subsequently proved by several experiments that
it is entirely possible to keep a secret in the theatre.
But the question still remains whether it is worth while
to do so. The success of a surprise-play proves noth-
ing; for it does not prove that the same play would not
have been equally successful if the surprise had been
eliminated from the plot.

Consider Under Cover, for example. The hero was
introduced to the audience as a smuggler, engaged in
the perilous enterprise of sneaking a valuable neck-
lace through the customs. For two acts he was pursued |
by customs-house officials; and, when ultimately cap-
tured, he bought them off with a bribe. Then, in the
last moments of the play, the dramatist revealed the
hidden fact that the hero was not a smuggler after all,
but an official of the United States secret service en-
gaged in tracking down corruption in the customs-
house. '

It cannot be denied that the suspense of the melo-
drama was increased by the retention of this secret till
the final moment ; but, on the other hand, several other
elements of interest were sacrificed. For instance, the
love-story was imperiled by the fact that the audience
had to watch the heroine fall in love with a man who,
by every evidence, appeared to be a criminal. Further-
more, the author had to tell lies to his audience in those
passages in which the hero was left alone on the stage
with his confederate; and telling lies, even in a melo-
drama, is a hazardous proceeding. The play was & -
great success; but what evidence is there to prove that
it might not have been equally successful if the author
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had taken the audience into his confidence from the\ (\“

start and permitted the public to watch, from the stand-
point of superior knowledge, the corrupt customs-house
officials walking ignorantly into the trap which had been
set for them? I do not state that this is so; but I do
state that the only way to prove that it is not so would
be to build the plot the other way and try it on the
public. . h

Of course, the strongest argument against keeping a

.secret from the audience is that this procedure, in the

admirable phrase of Mr. Archer, “ deprives the audi-
ence of that superior knowledge in which lies the irony
of drama.” The audience likes to know more about the
people in a play than they know about themselves; for
this superior knowledge places the spectators in the
comfortable attitude of gods upon Olympus, looking
down upon the destinies of men. It is not nearly so
amusing to be fooled as it is to watch other people being :
fooled; and this would seem to be a fundamental fact
of psychology. Against this fundamental fact, the
success of a dozen or a hundred surprise-plays can
scarcely be regarded as weighing down the balance.
The audience, for instance, would feel much more sym-
pathetic toward the heroine in Under Cover if, all the
while that she was falling in love with a person who
appeared to be a criminal, the audience knew that he
was really an honest man.

But another argument against keeping a secret from
the audience is that, in order to do so, it is nearly
always necessary to tell deliberate lies to lead the audi-
ence astray. There is an instance of this in an inter-
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esting play by Mr. Jules Eckert Goodman, entitled
The Man Who Came Back. This play leads us around
the world and back again, following the fortunes of a
prodigal son who has been cast adrift by his father.
On the way, we meet another person drifting without
anchor,—a certain Captain Trevelan. This British
idler marries a girl whom he has run across in a cabaret
in San Francisco; and, encountering the couple later
on in Honolulu, we are shown at considerable length
that their marriage has turned out unhappily. In the
last act, we are told suddenly that Trevelan is not a
British captain at all, but merely a New York detective
who has been employed by the hero’s father to travel
round the world and keep watch upon the movements of
his prodigal son. This statement comes, indeed, as a
surprise; but nothing is ever said to explain away the
wife that Trevelan has left behind in Honolulu. Was
she also a detective, or did Trevelan really marry and
desert her, for the purpose of preventing the audience
from guessing his identity? The play as a whole is
not imperiled by this jugglery, since the mysterious
' detective is merely an incidental figure in the plot; but
we feel that the author has severely compromised him-
self for the sake of a single effect of sharp surprise in
the course of his concluding act.

Another important point to be considered is that,
when the appeal of a play is dependent mainly on sur-
prise, the author is impeded from drawing characters
consistently. It is impossible to draw the sort of per-
son that the hero really is, and at the same time to per-
suade the audience, until the final revelation of the
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secret, that the hero is another sort of person alto-
gether. Deception of this kind can, therefore, never be
accomplished in a play that is sufficiently serious in
subject-matter to demand reality in characterization.
The pattern of surprise is available only for farces and
for melodramas, in which the incidents are all that
count and the characters are secondary. To deceive
the audience successfully in high comedy or in tragedy
would require a falsification that would consign the
play to ruin. The public consciously will swallow lies
only in regard to stories that do not seriously matter.

To sum the matter up, the sort of surprise which
must be regarded absolutely as inacceptable in any play
is the sort which depends for its success upon a clear
negation of what has gone before. Nothing can be
gained by the procedure of telling the public one thin
for two hours and a half and then telling the public in{
two minutes that it has merely been deceived. ~Such
Jjugglery is easy to encompass, and is sometimes enter-
taining in effect; but it leads away from that interpre-
tation of the underlying truth of life which is the end
of art.



-
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THE TROUBLESOME LAST ACT

THaERE is an old saying in the theatre that hell is
paved with good first acts; for many a play has started
out with promise and failed to fulfil that promise in
the end. It must not be supposed, however, that first
acts are easy to construct. In fact, the very contrary
is true; for the technical problem of laying out a well-
ordered exposition is one of the most difficult for the
playwright to attack. But, even if he falters in his
handling of this problem, he may be carried safely by
his subject-matter. If the project of his play is at all
interesting, and particularly if it shows the trait ofr
novelty, a barely adequate exposition of this project
will attract the attention of the audience and hold it
until time is called by the first curtain-fall.

In the subsequent acts, however, the attention of the
audience is shifted from a consideration of the material
itself to a consideration of what the playwright does
with this material; and this is the reason why a
faltering technique is more disastrous to a play
in those acts which come subsequent to the exposi-
tion. A certain expectation has already been aroused;
and the audience will be disappointed if this expectation

88
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is not satisfied with proper emphasis. To climb the
ladder to a climax without ever missing footing on an
upward step is a technical task that calls for nice dis-
crimination. The climax itself is usually easy to
achieve. It is the first thing that the author has
imagined; it is, indeed, the raison d’étre of his play;
and the “big scene” so much admired by the public
has seldom cost the playwright any trouble. But this
climax is customarily succeeded by a last act that is
troublesome indeed ; and it is precisely at this point that ’
the majority of plays are dashed upon the rocks of ! ‘
failure. It is harder to write a satisfactory last act
than to write twenty good * big scenes ” or ten ade-
quately interesting acts of exposition. These figures
have been gathered from observing many plays. The
fact, then, is empirical: but wherein lies the explanation
of the fact?

The main difficulty in laying out a satisfactory last
act arises from the fact that it comes by custom after
the climax of the play and is consequently doomed to
deal with material inherently less dramatic than what
has gone before. To state the matter in the simplest
terms, it is more difficult for the playwright to conduct
a falling than a rising action. Whatever follows a
climax must appear an anti-climax;-and the play-
wright, like the mountain-climber, is inclined to stumble
on the downward trail.

Why not, then, obliterate this downward trail?,—
why not build the action to its climax and then sud-
denly cut off any further consideration of the story?
The negative answer to this question is based upon tra-

|
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dition; and it is therefore necessary that the origins of
this tradition should briefly be examined.

In Greek tragedy the climax of the play was always
followed by a period of falling action, in which the
tragic tensity was lessened and the mood was softened
to serenity. Nearly all the literary critics have as-
sumed that the Greeks adopted this pattern in obedience
to some esthetic theory; but to a critic of the drama it
seems more sensible to suppose that this pattern was
imposed upon them by the necessity of providing for
an exodus of the chorus from the orchestra. The
chorus could not march out while the three actors on
the stage were still in the throes of the climax; and it
could not remain in the orchestra after the play was
over. Hence a period of falling action had to be pro-
vided as a sort of recessional for the supernumeraries.

The anti-climax at the close of Elizabethan tragedy
may be similarly explained by reference to the physical
peculiarities of the Elizabethan theatre. After Shake-
speare had strewed the stage with bodies in the last act
of Hamlet, he had to provide a period of diminished
tensity during which the accumulated dead could be
carried off the stage. The simple reason for this fact
is that he had no curfain to ring down. Hence, in the
original text, the long continuance of unimportant talk
after the entrance of Fortinbras. Hence, also, in the
original text of Romeo and Juliet, the interminable
speech of Friar Laurence at the conclusion of the
tragedy. This, obviously, was provided to afford suffi-
cient time to carry off the bodies of Romeo and Juliet
and Paris.
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We are so accustomed to the proscenium curtain in
the modern theatre that we are likely to forget that this
revolutionary innovation was not introduced until the
latter half of the seventeenth century. For more than
two centuries it has been possible to drop the curtain
and suddenly exclude from observation all the actors on
the stage; but this fact has not as yet succeeded utterly
in overturning a tradition of the drama which had been
necessitated by the physical requirements of the pre-
ceding twenty centuries.

But, granted our proscenium curtain, is there any
real reason why we should continue longer to follow the
Greeks and the Elizabethans in their custom of carrying
a play beyond its climax to an anti-climax? It is evi-
dent that Ibsen did not think so. Both in 4 Doll’s’
House and in Ghosts he rang the final curtain down at
the highest point of tensity, and left the most momen- -
tous question of the play still undecided. :

The great example of Ibsen should make us bold to
try to do away entirely with the period of falling action
that characterized the close of Greek and Elizabethan
tragedy. The best way to deal with the troublesome
last act is not to write it at all. The insistence of this
motive accounts, historically, for the fact that, late in
the nineteenth century, the traditional five-act pattern
was discarded for a four-act form, and that, early in
the twentieth century, this four-act pattern has, in
turn, been superseded in favor of a three-act form.
These two progressive changes in the standard struc-
ture of the drama have been occasioned by a growing
desire to do away with the troublesome last act.
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The extreme of this treatment is exhibited in the '

famous close of The Madras House, by Mr. Granville
Barker. The final curtain cuts off a conversation in
mid-career ; and the stage-direction reads, ¢ She doesn’t
finish, for really there is no end to the subject.” This
piece was designed by Mr. Barker to illustrate the
thesis that a play should have no end, since, in life
itself, nothing is terminal and nothing is conclusive.
The play, however, was an utter failure; and the dis-
aster that attended its production seemed to prove that
the public preferred the traditional pattern to Mr.
Barker’s unprecedented attempt to approximate the
inconclusiveness of nature. :

But this attempt to obliterate the troublesome last
act might have been more hospitably welcomed if Mr.
Barker had chosen to cut off his play at the moment of
greatest interest and highest tensity. There seems to be
no theoretic reason why the periodic structure devel-
oped for the short-story by Guy de Maupassant should
not be successfully transferred to the service of the
serious drama. It ought to be possible, by the exercise
of sufficient ingenuity, to hold back the solution of a
serious plot until the very last line of the last act.
This feat was successfully accomplished by Mr.
Augustus Thomas in one of the most skilful of his
lighter plays, Mrs. Leffingwell’s Boots.

In farce, however, the problem of the playwright is
more difficult. A farce is customarily developed to its
climax through a series of misunderstandings between
the various characters. On the one hand, it appears
impossible to close the play without clearing up these
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foregone misunderstandings by explaining them to all
the characters involved ; but, on the other hand, these
eleventh-hour passages of explanation must deal neces-
sarily with materials of which the audience has all the
time been cognizant, and must, therefore, result in the
falling-off of interest that attends the hearing of a
twice-told tale. If some master could invent a method
to do away entirely with the troublesome last act of
farce, he would indeed confer a boon on future play-
wrights.

Nothing has been said thus far concerning that falsi-
fication in the last act of a play which is commonly
assumed to be demanded by the public. In an absolute
sense, any ending to a play is false to nature, since in
life itself there can never be an utter termination to a
series of events; and it has, therefore, frequently been
argued that, to end a play, the dramatist is justified in
cogging the dice of circumstance in favor of those char-
acters with whom the audience has come to sympathize.
This argument, apparently, holds good for comedy,
since it is supported by the constant practice of such
great dramatists as Moliére and Shakespeare. But in
proportion as a play becomes more serious, the audience
will tend more and more to be disappointed by any end-
ing that does not follow as a logical result from all the
incidents that have preceded it. Shakespeare is allowed
to falsify the end of 4s You Like It; but the audience
would be deeply disappointed if Hamlet were permitted
to live happily forever after the conclusion of the play.

There are certain plays, and not all of these by any
means are tragedies, that—to use a phrase of Steven-
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son’s—* begin to end badly ”; and to give them arbi-
trarily a happy ending results merely in preventing the
audience from enjoying the exercise of that contribu-
tory faculty which the late William James described as
¢ the will to believe.” Those managers, therefore, are

"misguided who persist in assuming that the public will

prefer an illogical happy ending to an unhappy ending
that has clearly been foreshadowed. Yet the recent
history of the drama shows many instances of plays
with two last acts—the one preferred for its logic by
the author, and the other preferred for its optimism
by the manager. Thus, The Profligate of Sir Arthur
Pinero has two last acts. In the first version, the

" profligate takes poison; and in the second version he

lives happily forever after. In a recent farce by the
same author, Preserving Mr. Panmure, one last act
was provided for the production in London and a differ-
ent last act was provided for the production in New
York; and it appears that the same astonishing pro-
cedure is destined to be followed in the exhibition of Sir
Arthur’s latest play, The Big Drum. When Henry
Bernstein’s Israél was produced in Paris, the hero com-
mitted suicide at the close of the play; but when the
piece was subsequently produced in New York he merely
married a girl in a picture hat. This change, sug-
gested by the late Charles Frohman,—although it re-
duced the entire play to nonsense,—was accomplished
with the consent and connivance of the author. Both
The Legend of Leonora, by Sir James Barrie, and The
New Sin, by Mr. B. Macdonald Hastings, were pro-
duced in New York with troublesome last acts which
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did not exist at all when the two plays were first pro-
duced in London. It will be seen, therefore, that even
authors of acknowledged eminence are not entirely
immune from falsifying the concluding moments of their
plays when pressure is brought to bear upon them by
friendly and persuasive managers. To rescue compara-
tively unestablished playwrights from this insidious
insistence, the only certain remedy will be the general
adoption of a new dramatic pattern in which the
troublesome last act will, by common consent, remain
unwritten.



VI
" STRATEGY AND TACTICS

- I~ his very valuable lecture on Robert Louis Steven-

son: The Dramatist, Sir Arthur Pinero has drawn a
distinction between what he calls the “ strategy > and
the “ tactics ” of play-making. He defines strategy as
“ the general laying out of a play ” and tactics as * the
art of getting the characters on and off the stage, of
conveying information to the audience, and so forth.”
Though this definition is by no means complete, it is
sufficiently suggestive to afford a convenient addition to
the terminology of dramatic criticism. The distinction
between strategy and tactics is a distinction between
large and little, between the general and the particu-
lar ; and while to strategy it seems appropriate to apply
the adjective “ dramatic,” it appears more logical to
link the adjective  theatrical ” with tactics.

It is easily evident that a genius for strategy and a
talent for tactics do not necessarily go hand in hand.
Every great dramatist must be a great strategist,—a
master, as Sir Arthur says, of ¢ the general laying out
of a play ; but the utmost cleverness in tactics is usu-
ally attained by dramatists who hover, at their best, a
little lower than the greatest. A mind that is capable
of imagining the large is often neglectful of the little.
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Thus, the general laying out of the later acts of Romeo
and Juliet is masterly and massive ; but the particular
turn in tactics because of which Romeo fails to receive
the message from Friar Laurence is merely accidental,

and must be regarded, therefore, as a fault in art. A

secondary playwright, less obsessed with the grandeur
of the general conception, would probably have been
more careful of this dangerous detail ; for minor men,
who deal with minor themes, have more attention left
to be devoted to theatrical perfections.

Ibsen also, though supreme in strategy, is often
faulty in his tactics. Consider, for example, the last

vact of Hedda Gabler. The general laying out of this
act is unexceptionable; for all that is exhibited would,
sooner or later, inevitably happen. But the tactics are
defective; for, yielding to the irretardable impulsion
that seemed hurrying the play to its catastrophe, the
author has permitted Mrs. Elvsted and Professor Tes-
man to begin their calm work of collaboration in piecing
together Eilert Lévborg’s posthumous book while the
body of their ironically martyred friend is still lying
unburied in a hospital. This is a mistake in tactics that
a lesser playwright would have caught at once and
remedied; for a lesser playwright would have known
himself unable to afford the risk of lying about life at
the culminating moment of a drama.

We admire Alexandre Dumas, fils, for his mastery of
strategy,—particularly in the laying out of first acts
and in the command of memorable curtain-falls ; but, in
the minor point of tactics, even so great an artist was
excelled by so clever a craftsman as Victorien Sardou.
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Sardou was seldom a great strategist, for he loved
the theatre more than life and preferred invention to
imagination; but, precisely because of this restriction
of his talent, he attained an eminence as a theatrical
tactician which, thus far, has never been surpassed.

If we turn to a consideration of our own American
drama in the light of this distinction, we shall see at
once that the majority of our native playwrights are
weak in strategy but strong in tactics. The life-work
of the late Clyde Fitch is clearly illustrative of this
assumption. Fitch was almost inordinately clever in
his tactics. He could always expound a play with ease
and interest by the aid of some original and dexterous
invention. He seemed supremely clever in delineating
minor characters, and in inventing means by which
these minor characters should seem to have a finger
in determining the destiny he had to deal with. But,
at the same time, he nearly always failed in the general
- laying out of his play. He could not draw a leading
character consistently throughout a logical succession
of four acts. Even in his highest efforts, like The
Truth, he permitted his tactics to override his strategy
and allowed a big dramatic scheme to shatter itself into
a myriad of minor clevernesses.

The same merits in tactics and defects in strategy
remain apparent in the most typical products of the
American drama of to-day. It would, I think, be
futile to deny that our most representative playwright
at the present time is Mr. George M. Cohan. Mr.
Cohan and the growing host of those who imitate him
have mastered the tactics of the theatre; they are
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cleverer than Hauptmann, more inventive than Brieux;
but none of them has yet laid out a play with the serene
supremacy of strategy apparent in the planning of
The Weavers or The Red Robe. ’

So long as we continue to fix our eyes upon the thea-
tre instead of allowing them to wander over the unlim-
ited domain of life, so long as we continue to value
invention more dearly than imagination, so long as we
continue to worship immediate expediency in preference
to untimely and eternal truth, we shall continue to
advance in tactics and to retrograde in strategy; we
shall continue to improve the technique of the theatre,
but we shall contribute nothing to the technique of the
drama.

On the other hand, such a piece as The Unchastened
Woman, by Mr. Louis K. Anspacher, appears at the
first glance more like & European drama than an Amer-
ican play; for it is strong in strategy and weak in
tactics. The author has imagined one of the most vital
characters that have appeared in the American drama
for a long, long time: his heroine steps living from the
limits of his play and continues her existence in the vast
domain of life at large: but the play itself in which she
figures is far less clever in its tactics than the average
composition of the average American craftsman.

Caroline Knolys—as this memorable heroine is called
—reveals a family resemblance to Hedda Gabler; but
she is projected, not in the mood of tragedy, but in the
mood of sardonic comedy. Like Hedda, she is a woman
of talent, who, finding no productive exercise for her
abilities, uses them to thwart the productivity of all the
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people with whom she comes in contact. Like Hedda,
also, she is morally a coward, and impedes herself from
the commission of any tangible crime because of a fear
of the consequences. She is incapable of love; but she
takes delight in alluring men to love her, for the sake
of having a finger in their destinies and distressing their
sweethearts or their wives. She has ceased all marital
relations with her husband; but, valuing the protection
of his name, she carefully avoids the commission of any
act which might make it possible for him to divorce her.
Meanwhile, her husband—a much more normal and hon-
drable being—has established a relation with a mis-
tress; but Caroline, knowing this, refuses to divorce her.
husband, but merely holds her knowledge as a sword to'
threaten him.

The character of this despicable and fascinating
heroine is studied very thoroughly ; and the impression
of reality conveyed affords sufficient proof of the
efficiency of the author’s strategy. But neither of the
two stories which he has invented as frameworks for
this central figure is interesting in itself ; and the tactics
of the play are crude and blundering.

As an example of the author’s crudity in tactics, the
first entrance of the heroine may be cited. She is re-
turning to her husband’s house after a long trip abroad.
We are told that she has become involved in trouble at
the dock because she has tried to smuggle through the
‘customs many purchases without declaring them and
has attempted to bribe a Government inspector. The
whole incident is hashed over in a dialogue between
Caroline, her husband, and a woman friend of hers.
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The incident itself is sufficiently indicative of the hero-
ine’s character; but to begin the exposition of so promi-
nent a person with a retrospective narrative of an inci-
dent that has already happened off the stage is clearly
a mistake in tactics. It would have been far better to
allow the heroine to do something, in the sight of the
audience, which was equally indicative of the iniquity
of her nature.

This initial launching of the heroine is followed by
a passage in which the author permits her to sit still
while her husband, at considerable length, informs her—
and incidentally informs the audience—of his intimate
opinion of her character. Here, again, we note a fault
in tactics; for surely it would have been more clever to
avoid this expository passage by exhibiting the heroine
in the self-explanatory terms of action.

In conducting both the second act and the third,
Mr. Anspacher has removed from the stage his only
really interesting character several minutes before the
fall of the conclusive curtain and has allowed the dia-
logue to straggle on to an annoying anti-climax. This
is a mistake in tactics which a mere apprentice to the
craft of making plays might presumably be trusted to
avoid; but the disconcerting fact remains that, though
Mr. Anspacher is comparatively ineffective in his tac-
tics, he is surprisingly efficient in the larger points of
strategy.

- Especially praiseworthy, for example, is his pro- '
cedure in leaving his unchastened woman still unchas- .
tened at the end. She has been forced, in the last act,
to submit to an unavoidable humiliation; but, at her
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final exit, she manages, by her sheer genius for creating
mischief, to annihilate the victory of those who mo-
mentarily have triumphed over her. To conceive and
to create an unpleasant person and to avoid the usual
temptation to reform this person before the final cur-
tain-fall is an achievement in sheer strategy which has
seldom been accomplished in our native drama. The
merits of this play are large, and its defects are little.
Half a dozen of our American playwrights might have
worked the pattern out more cleverly; but the impor-
tant and preponderant fact remains that few, if any,
of these other tacticians of our theatre have imagined
and created so true a character as Caroline Knolys.



VII
* PROPORTION IN THE DRAMA

" Evegy play is a dramatization of a story that covers
a larger canvas than the play itself. The dramatist
must be familiar not only with the comparatively few
events that he exhibits on the stage, but also with the
many other events that happen off-stage during the
course of the action, others still that happen between
the acts, and innumerable others that are assumed to
have happened before the play began. Considering his
story as a whole, the playwright must select his par-
ticular material by deciding what to put into his play
and what to leave out of it; and any number of different
plays may be made from the same story by different
selections from the material at hand.

Considering the entire story of Hamlet, for instance,
it would be possible to make an interesting play in which
the climax should be the seduction of Queen Gertrude
by her handsome and unscrupulous brother-in-law, and
the murder of the king by Claudius should constitute
the catastrophe. In this play, the young prince Ham-
let, remaining ignorant of what was going on about
him, would play but a minor part and would be dra-
matically interesting only as a potential menace to the
machinations of his plausible but wicked uncle. Many
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other plays might be selected from the entire drift of
narrative from which Shakespeare derived the specific
dramatization that we know so well; and it is by no
means illogical to assume that the same great drama-
tist might have made as great a tragedy of one of these
innumerable other hypothetic plays.

But after the dramatist has made a definite selection
of events to be exhibited, the nature of his play will
still depend on the sense of proportion with which he
develops the materials selected. What characters,
what motives, what incidents shall he emphasize, and
what others shall he merely shadow forth in the dim
limbo of his background? Suppose the dramatist of
Hamlet to have decided to begin his play after the
murder of the king and to end it with the retributive
execution of the murderer. It would still be possible to
project Claudius as the central and most interesting
figure in the tragedy. He might be exhibited as a man
self-tortured by the gnawing of remorse, harrowed by
an ever-growing doubt of the security of his assumed
position, wounded to the quick by the defection of his
queen, and ultimately welcoming the stroke that cut the
knot intrinsicate of all his tortures. In a dramatization
so conceived, the young prince Hamlet would once more
be relegated to a minor réle. A shift in the proportions
of the narrative would alter the entire aspect of the
tragedy.

Whenever we go to a play, we witness only one of a
myriad possible dramatizations of the entire story that
the playwright has imagined. If we are dissatisfied
with the drama, this dissatisfaction may frequently be
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traced to a disagreement with the playwright eoncern-
ing his selection of material. Often we wish that the
author had begun his play either earlier or later in the
general procession of events from which he chose his
incidents ; often we feel that much that we have seen
might better have been assumed to happen off the stage,
and that certain other incidents that happened off the
stage would have thrilled us more if we had seen them. -
But even more frequently, we may trace our dissatis-
faction to a disagreement with the playwright con-
cerning the proportions of his narrative. We wished
to see more of certain characters and less of others; we
were keenly interested in certain motives which he only
half developed, and bored by certain other motives
which he insisted on developing in full. We cared more
about Laertes than Polonius—let us say—and were
disappointed because the garrulous old man was given
much to say and do and his gallant son was given
comparatively little.

When a play with an obviously interesting theme fails
to hold the attention and to satisfy the interest, the
fault may nearly always be ascribed to some error of
proportion. Too much time has been devoted to second-
ary material, too little to material that at the moment
seemed more worthy of attention. The serious plot of
Much Ado About Nothing, for example, tends to bore
the audience, because they have grown to care so much
for Beatrice and Benedick that they can no longer
take any personal interest in what happens to Hero.
When M. Rostand began the composition of L’4iglon,
he conceived Flambeau as the central figure of the
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drama. Later in the course of composition, the young
Duc de Reichstadt ran away with the play; and
L’Adiglon became, in consequence, a vehicle for Sarah
Bernhardt instead of a vehicle for Constant Coquelin.
M. Rostand was right in his ultimate perception that

" the weak son of a strong father would be more interest-

ing to the public that a vieuz grognard & grandes mous-

taches; and an obstinate effort to keep Flambeau in the’
center of the stage would have diminished the popu-

larity of the play.

In handling any story, the dramatist is fairly free
to select the incidents to be exhibited and to determine
the proportions of the composition he has chosen; but
there are always two exigencies that he cannot safely
disregard. The first of these is covered by Sarcey’s
theory of the scéne a faire,—or the “ obligatory scene,”
as the phrase has been translated by Mr. Archer. An
obligatory scene is a scene that the public has been
permitted to foresee and to desire from the progress of
the action ; and such a scene can never be omitted with-
out a consequent dissatisfaction. The second exigency
is that the dramatist must proportion his play in
agreement with the instinctive desire of the audience.
He must summarize what the public wishes to be sum-
marized, and must detail what the public wishes to be
detailed; and he must not, either deliberately or in-
advertently, antagonize the instinctive desire that he
has awakened. If the author has caused the public to
care more about Shylock than about any other person
in his play, it becomes, for example, a dramaturgic
error to leave Shylock out of the last act. If the audi-
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ence [ as may be doubted, in this instance] really wants
Charles Surface to make love to Maria, it becomes a
dramaturgic error to omit any love-scene between the
two. When Ruy Blas was first produced, the public was
delighted with a minor character, the shiftless and
rollicking Don César de Bazan. Thereupon, Dennery,
with the permission of Hugo, made this character the
central figure of a second melodrama, in which the
public was permitted to see more of him.

There are certain characters that afflict the audience
with disappointment whenever they leave the stage, and
there are certain other characters that afflict the audi-
ence more deeply by remaining on the stage and con-
tinuing to talk; and the distinction between the two
types can seldom be determined before a play has been
¢ tried out,” with the assistance of some sort of audi-
ence. To fight against the popular desire in the matter |
of proportion is to fight in vain.



VIII
HARMONY IN PRESENTATION

It is seldom that we receive from a theatrical per- °
formance an impression that satisfies our sense of
harmony. The elements that go into the making of an
acted play are so many and so diverse that it is very
difficult to blend them all into a composition that shall
be free from any discord. The function of the stage-
director has often been compared with that of the
leader of an orchestra; but this comparison makes no
record of the fact that it is immeasurably more difficult
to produce a play than to conduct a symphony. What
would the public think of the performance of a sym-
phony if twenty of the instruments were out of tune, if
half a dozen of the violinists played in different keys at
once, and if a dozen of the other musicians paid no
attention to the tempo of the leader? Harsh words
would undoubtedly be spoken ; and the conductor would
be permitted to resign. Yet an impression that is pre-
cisely analogous to this is produced by more than half
of the performances in the leading theatres of New
York. Why is it that the public tolerates this arrant
lack of harmony? One reason is that the majority of
theatre-goers never notice it ; and another, and a better,
reason is that the more sensitive minority of theatre-

68



HARMONY IN PRESENTATION 59

goers may probably suspect how very, very difficult—
in the present state of the theatre in America—is the
task with which the stage-director is confronted,. -

Suppose, for the sake of illustration, that a certain
play be perfectly constructed and perfectly written.
In that case, the final work of art has, at the most, been
only half completed. Next, the piece must be perfectly
cast: that is to say, a group of actors must be tactfully
selected, each of whom is not only capable of playing
his own part in conformity with the author’s intention
but is also able to assist all the other actors to achieve
the best possible effect with the parts that are allotted
to them. The members of the company must not only
act well, as individuals, but they must also act together,
as contributors to a collaborative work of art. A
single performance that is out of key may disrupt the
harmony of the entire composition. But, supposing
that this perfect play be perfectly cast and perfectly
acted, it may still fail of its effect unless it be perfectly
staged. A red curtain hanging behind a pink evening
gown, a misdirected spot-light that casts emphasis upon
an insignificant detail, some minor incongruity of fur-
niture, or any of a myriad other trivial details may
introduce a note of discord that will utterly disrupt the
illusion of the play.

It would be impossible to deny tbat the average per-
formance in New York is less harmonious than the
average performance in London or Paris or Berlin.
The main reason, of course, is that the American thea-
tre is conducted with a less sincere regard for art than
the theatres of the foremost European nations. But
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another reason should be mentioned also, in justice to
the half-dozen American stage-directors who really care
for art and try their best to call it into being. This
reason is that our stage is more cosmopolitan than that
of any European country. Nine-tenths of all the plays
produced in France are set in France, are written by
French authors, and are acted by French actors; but
only a bare majority of the plays produced in America
are written and acted by Americans. Our stage is very
hospitable to plays from other lands. Those imported
from Great Britain are usually performed for us by
British companies ; but all other European plays must
be translated and must be played by native actors who
find it very difficult to transform themselves into French-
men or Germans or Norwegians. But not only are our
plays selected from a dozen different countries, but our
actors, also, are recruited from many different climes.
We have upon our stage many American actors who
always talk American and many British actors who
always talk British; we have a few actors, trained
either in America or in Great Britain, who talk the
standard language which betrays no locality of
origin,—that rarely heard language which is known as
English; and we have several foreign actors who speak
British or American with a French or German or Rus-
sian intonation. From such heterogeneous elements as
these it is very difficult to codrdinate a harmonious
performance.

An emphatic contrast to our own discordant efforts
was afforded by the perfectly harmonious performance
of Change, a Welsh play that was acted in this country
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in 1914 by an imported company of Welsh players.
The acting of this company was so simple and sincere,
so real and true, that many of the newspaper reviewers
thought that it was not acting at all and described it as
¢ amateurish.” It is rather sad to remark that, in the
vocabulary of newspaper reviewers, this charming ad-
Jective has lost its original meaning of *loverly.”

Change was the first work of a new dramatist of
decided promise, Mr. J. O. Francis. To this piece was
awarded the prize offered by Lord Howard de Walden
for the best Welsh play by a Welsh author; and it was
well received when it was produced by the Stage Society
at the Haymarket Theatre in London. It was not well
received in New York. Many of the reviewers com-
plained because the characters, being Welsh, did not
seem to be American.! “ Why should we take any
interest in Welsh working-people?””, was their remark.
Even so, many Americans have wondered why the late
" J. Pierpont Morgan should have taken any interest in
Raphael and Rembrandt,—neither of whom ever
painted a tired business man.

Another complaint that was registered against this
play was—to state it in the clearest terms—that the
plot was less important than the characters and the
action was less interesting than the dialogue. One
might as well complain of Keats, because poetry meant
more to him than medicine. Doubtless many an apoth-
ecary would look upon the Ode on a Grecian Urn as a
truant waste of time; but it is not necessary to con-
sider art from the point of view of the apothecary. It
is the first principle of criticism that a work of art
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should be judged in accordance with the intention of
the artist. In Change, this new writer, Mr. J. O.
Francis, allied himself deliberately with that already
well-established school of British realists who set char-
acter above plot and dialogue above action. A man is

not to be sneered at because he chooses to set to work .

in accordance with the principles of Stanley Houghton,
John Galsworthy, Githa Sowerby, and St. John Ervine,
all of whom have written great plays; nor is he to be
condemned for his evident unwillingness to insert a
scene from Sardou into the fabric of his drama.

What Mr. Francis gave us was a sincere and sympa-
thetic study of a dozen people, each of whom_had a
mind of his own, and all of whom were worth knowing.
Their interrelations with each other resulted inevitably
in a crisis which, though not objectively theatrical, was
deeply and poignantly dramatic. The dialogue was a
luxury to listen to,—it was so absolutely real, so simply
yet so eloquently human.

The theme of this play is the tragedy that results
from the distressing fact that the elder and the younger
generations can never understand each other. This
theme has frequently been discussed in the theatre in
the last few years; but it is none the less new on that
account, because there can be nothing either new or old
about a theme which is eternal. The special poignancy
of Change arises from the fact that, though the author
stands apparently on the side of the younger genera-
tion, he has been scrupulously fair to the older people
of the play and has presented their case with a sympa-
thetic insight which is utterly unprejudiced.
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It is always a concession to surrender to the mood of
impatience ; but it is difficult not to be impatient with
that apparently incurable provincialism of our review-
ers and our public which resulted in the failure of this
play. Change was a beautiful composition, and it was
beautifully acted; for Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty
—whatever the apothecaries say.



IX
HIGH COMEDY IN AMERICA

No other type of drama is so rarely written in
America as that intelligently entertaining type which
is variously known as High Comedy, or Comedy of
Manners, or Artificial Comedy. The purpose of High
Comedy is to satirize the social customs of the upper
classes, to arraign with wit the foibles of the aristoc-
racy. It must conform to the requirement of comedy
that the plot shall never stiffen into melodrama nor
slacken into farce, and it must attain the end of enter-
tainment less by emphasis of incident than by the nice
analysis of character. The medium of Artificial Com-
edy is conversation; it dallies with the smart sayings
of smart people; and the dialogue need not be strictly
natural, provided that it be continuously witty. The
world of High Comedy is a world in which what people
say is immeasurably more important than what they
do, or even what they are. It is an airy and a careless
world, more brilliant, more graceful, more gay, more
irresponsible than the world of actuality. The people
of High Comedy awaken thoughtful laughter; but they -
do not touch the heart nor stir the soul. By that token
they are only partly real. They have merely heads,
not hearts,—intelligence and not emotion. They stimu-
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late an intellect at play, without stirring up the deeper °
sympathies. For this reason High Comedy is more
difficult to write than the sterner types of drama. It
cannot strike below the belt, like melodrama, nor, like
tragedy, attack the vital organs of compassion; it can
only deliver light blows upon the forehead; it must
always hit above the eyes.

In the genealogy of English drama, High Comedy can
boast an ancient and an honorable lineage. It was in-
troduced in England in 1664 by Sir George Etheredge,
who imported it from France; for, during that exile of
all gentlemen to Paris which is known in history as the
Protectorate of Cromwell, Etheredge had studied man-
ners at the French court and the Comedy of Manners
at the theatre of Moliere. He was soon followed by
that great quartet of gentlemanly wits, composed of
Wycherley, Congreve, Vanburgh, and Farquhar, who
carried English comedy to unexampled heights of bril-
liancy and irresponsibility. Unfortunately for their
fame, the work of these masters was tinged with an
utter recklessness of all morality, at which later genera-
tions have grown to look askance. Of this tendency—
as Charles Lamb has defined it—* to take an airing
beyond the diocese of the strict conscience,” High Com-
edy was purged by Colley Cibber and Sir Richard
Steele, who introduced, however, the infra-intellectual
alloy of sentiment. Then came the richer period of the
genial Goldsmith and the incomparable Sheridan, which
gave us the greatest of all Comedies of Manners, The
School for Scandal. Charles Lamb, who had seen this
masterpiece performed by many of the members of the
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original company, lived long enough to pen the solemn
sentence,—* The Artificial Comedy, or Comedy of Man-
ners, is quite extinct on our stage.” But even while
this requiem was being written, the type was being kept
alive in occasional comedies like the London Assurance
of Dion Boucicault ; and, late in the nineteenth century,
it was brilliantly revivified by the clever and witty Oscar
Wilde and the more humorous and human Mr. Henry
Arthur Jones.

It is the privilege of American writers to share with
their British cousins the common heritage of English
literature, and most offshoots of the ancient stock have
been successfully transplanted overseas; but there are
certain of these offshoots which thus far have failed to
flourish in America because we have had so little time,
comparatively, to till our literary soil. Our native
drama is already thoroughly alive in respect to melo-
drama and to farce; but it is not yet thoroughly alive
in respect to High Comedy.

This fact, however, is not at all surprising ; for High
Comedy is the last of all dramatic types to be estab-
lished in the art of any nation. It has frequently been
said that it takes three generations to make a gentle-
man ; but it takes more than three to develop a Comedy
of Manners. Manners do not become a theme for satire
until they have been crystallized into a code; and, to
laugh politely, a playwright must have an aristocracy
to laugh at. To all intents and purposes, the United
States is still a country without an upper class; and
the chaos of our social system precludes the possibility
of social satire.
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Before we can develop a Comedy of Manners in
‘ America, we must first develop an aristocracy to satir-
ize. At present our few aristocrats are cosmopolitans;
and, if they should be mirrored on the stage, our audi-
ence would think them un-American. For not only do
we lack the subject-matter for High Comedy, but we
also lack an audience that is educated to appreciate it.
Compare the clientéle of the Criterion Theatre in Lon-
don with the clientéle of any of our theatres on Broad-
way. Our American audience is more heterogeneous,
more democratic, and possibly more human; but it is
certainly less cultivated, less refined. It is composed
for the most part of the sort of people who are em-
barrassed by good breeding and who consider it an
affectation to pronounce the English language prop-
erly. It is not surprising, therefore, that—as Mr.
Walter Prichard Eaton has pithily remarked—most of
our American comedies must be classed as Comedies of
Bad Manners. We laugh uproariously at impoliteness
on our stage, because we have not yet learned to laugh
delicately at politeness. We are amused at the eccen-
tricities of bad behavior, because we have not yet
_learned to be amused at the eccentricities of good
behavior. We are still in the stage of learning how to
laugh, because we are still in the stage of learning how
to live. '

There are very few ladies and gentlemen in the
American drama,—there are none, for instance, in the
very popular and thoroughly representative plays of
Mr. George M. Cohan; but the primary reason is that
there are very few ladies and gentlemen in the American
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audience, and the secondary reason is that there are
very few ladies and gentlemen in American life. It
would not be fair to blame our native dramatists for the
dearth of High Comedy in America. Bronson Howard,
in the first generation, and Clyde Fitch, in the second,
strove earnestly to give us a native Comedy of Man-
ners; but their successors in the present generation
have, for the most part, given up the difficult endeavor.
It is a thankless task to write about aristocrats for an
audience that is unprepared to recognize them, and to
search for subject-matter for a Comedy of Manners in
a country that is still a little proud of the misfortune
that it has no upper class.

For these reasons, the achievement of a genuine
American High Comedy should be celebrated with
especial praise. The New York Idea, by Mr. Langdon
Mitchell, is perhaps the only play of American author-
ship which conforms to all the requirements and ex-
hibits all the characteristics of the traditional Comedy
of Manners. There is only enough action to keep the
characters conversing; and this action is never serious
enough to stir the deeper sympathies. The characters
are airily intelligent; and while their levity precludes
them from ever lifting the play to any mood more
serious than that of comedy, their intelligence prevents
them from allowing it to lapse to farce. All the char-
acters are deftly drawn ; and every one of them is witty.
The dialogue is, from first to last, unfalteringly bril-
liant; and, while it never calls forth the loud guffaw
that speaks the vacant-minded audience, it is continu-
ously accompanied by a ripple of delighted laughter.
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The New York Idea is a satire of the tendency of a
certain section of American society to indulge unduly
in the inspiriting adventure of divorce. Cynthia Kars-
lake really loves her husband ; but she has divorced him
in a moment of pique and has become engaged to the
stolid Phillip Phillimore. Thereupon Karslake pro-
ceeds to make himself good-naturedly annoying by
openly making love to the divorced wife of Phillimore.
Cynthia is stimulated by the sting of jealousy to realize
her love for the husband she has lightly tossed away;
and, at the very moment when her marriage to Philli-
more is about to be pronounced, she balks at the cere-
mony, and flees from Phillimore to become reconciled
with Karslake. The former Mrs. Phillimore ultimately
marries Sir Wilfred Gates-Darby, a witty Englishman
who, throughout the play, has made love to both the
women and announced to each of them that the other
is his second choice.

The New York Idea was first produced in 1906 by
Mrs. Fiske, and was revived nine years later by Miss
Grace George. Its brilliancy has not been dimmed by
the decade that has passed since the time when it was
written; and in that decade no other High Comedy of
American authorship has been brought forth to rival it
in excellence. It is not only a good play for the theatre,
but a good play for the library as well; for it attains
that tone of literary distinction which is very rarely
reached in our plays of native authorship.



X

THE GEORGE M. COHAN SCHOOL OF
PLAYWRIGHTS

AxyBopY who is seriously interested in the develop-
ment of a native drama in America must devote par-
ticular attention to the work of George M. Cohan, not
merely because of the merit of his plays, but even more
because of his extremely potent influence over a con-
stantly growing group of younger writers. We have
had American playwrights in the past who were su-
perior to Mr. Cohan—Clyde Fitch, for instance, and
Augustus Thomas at his best—but none of these has
founded what might be called a school, nor developed a
formula for making plays that can be used successfully
by many men less gifted than himself.

In the last half-dozen years, a clear majority of all
the plays of native authorship that have been most
popular upon our stage have shown a family resem-
blance to each other; and the formula of Mr. Cohan is
undeniably the father of the family. This fact has
been particularly evident in the case of those plays
which have been sufficiently successful to be exported
from New York to London; so that, in the British capi-
tal, the two adjectives * American” and * Cohan-
esque *” have lately come to seem synonymous. To our
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cousins overseas, the label ¢ Made in America ” conjures
up no image of The Great Divide or Kindling or The
Scarecrow or The Witching Hour or The Truth; it
suggests, instead, a play by Mr. Cohan or by any of
the growing group who follow in his footsteps.

In any ultimate history of the American drama, the
chapter devoted to these current years must bear the
name of Mr. Cohan in its caption. Whatever verdict
may be reached in a final summing up of the merits and

“demerits of his work, our hypothetical historian will -
not be able to deny that Mr. Cohan is the most repre-
sentative American dramatist of the present period.
He is known to be a very modest man, and it may be
doubted that he has ever thought of himself as the
founder and the leader of a school; but his influence is
evident in nearly all the plays which at present are
enjoyed by the public and are praised by the critics
because of certain qualities which have come to be
regarded as * typically American.”

It is necessary for the critic, therefore, to inquire
what is meant by a play that is “ typically American,”
or, to use the other label, “ Cohanesque.” What is Mr.
Cohan’s formula for making plays—that magic formula
which many other authors have accepted as an  open
sesame ” to fame and fortune? The recipe is really:
very simple. The hero is a young man who, in the first
act, is exhibited as down and out, or at least at a low
ebb of his fortunes, because luck has been against
him, or because he has made a mess of his own
life by indulging certain weaknesses or vices. Toward

. the end of this first act, he conceives a daring and



72 PROBLEMS OF THE PLAYWRIGHT

hazardous scheme for making an incalculable for-
tune at the expense of a public which is assumed to be
easily gullible; or else this scheme is suggested to him
by a friend, or imposed upon him by the drift of circum-
stances. In the second act, the hero starts out to win
his way in the world by the impetus of this adventur-
ous scheme. In intention he is at first dishonest, or at
least not entirely decided in his ideas of right and
wrong; but, as his scheme begins to work, he finds it
more profitable to play the game straight than to play
it crooked, and is converted to probity by the unfore-
seen success of a project which he had expected to be
a little dangerous. By the time the last act is reached,
the hero has made a fortune not only for himself but
also for many minor characters whom he had consid-
ered as little more than fools when they gave their faith

. to his project at the time when it was launched. The

boom which he has brought about results in unprece-
dented prosperity for an entire town; and the hero
who began life as a failure lives happily forever after
as a captain of success.

This summary—though a little abstract—might be.
employed by any critic of the drama in reviewing such
plays by Mr. Cohan as Get-Rich-Quick Wallingford,
Broadway Jones, and Hit-the-Trail Holliday, or such
plays by other authors as The Fortune Hunter, Ready
Money, It Pays to Advertise, and many others which
might with equal pertinence be mentioned. The essen-
tial element in the formula is that the play must offer
a farcical encomium upon the subject of success in life.
~ The hero, who, in the first act) is regarded, and regards
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himself, as a hopeless failure, must ultimately make a
fortune for himself, and for many other people who
rather foolishly believe in him, by putting into practice
some preposterously imaginative scheme. The “ typi-
cally American” quality of the play arises from the
fact that to imagine the preposterous is the particular
achievement of American humor that is at once most
humorous and most American. _In this particular
achievement Mr. Cohan has some?low managed to ac-
cept the mantle of such immortal American humorists
as Benjamin Franklin and Mark Twain, although it is
by no means inconceivable that he may be unfamiliar
with their writings.

The success of the Cohan formula upon our stage
is rather surprising, in view of certain theories which
always heretofore have been accepted by commentators
on the drama. It has been assumed, for instance,
through uncounted centuries, that no play can ever be)
successful without a love-story; yet there is not a single °
love-scene in any of Mr. Cohan’s plays. The hero may
marry the heroine at the conclusion of the drama; but
he has never made love to her at any moment while the
action was in progress. It has also been assumed by
recent critics that no modern drama can succeed unless
it interests primarily the female section of the public,
since the majority of the patrons of the contemporary
theatre is made up of women and their escorts, and that
the proper subject of successful modern drama is,
therefore, an analysis of femininity; but Mr. Cohan’s’.
plays are written frankly for an audience of men, and |
deal almost entirely with matters in which only male
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characters are involved. He has created a hundred
living men, but not a single living woman ; and his suc-
cess seems all the more remarkable when we remember
that he has never made a conscious or deliberate appeal
to the women in his audience.

# A closer examination of the Cohan formula will lead
us to evaluate the merits and the defects of the repre-
sentative American drama of the present period. In
respect to characterization, this drama is rich in quaint
and curious minor parts, but is poor in leading parts
with leading motives. Mr. Cohan and his followers have
given us a galaxy of minor characters that may be
remembered with delight for their truthful tallying with
nature ; but they have given us no single figure of a hero
or a heroine who can be regarded as sufficiently alive
and real to step easily and boldly from the framework
of the play in which they figure into the immortal
regions of imaginative memory.

In respect to plot, Mr. Cohan and his followers are
exceedingly adept. They excel in bustle and in move-
ment. Something seems always to be happening upon
the stage; and the entrances and exits of the actors are
deftly timed to attain the maximum of theatrical effect.
At times the deeper possibilities of dramatic tension
are sacrificed to sustain this superficial hurrying to and
fro; but, on the other hand, there are no waste moments,
or empty places, in the play.

In respect to dialogue, these plays are written in a
curious vernacular,—the special slang of the theatre-
goers of Broadway. The scene is usually set, perforce,
in some little city of New England or the Middle West;
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and it is, in actuality, inconceivable that the sheltered
inhabitants of these localities should be familiar with
the latest turns of slang that are current in Times
Square. Mr. Cohan’s dialogue is just as artificial as
the rigid rhetoric of Mr. Percy MacKaye; but it sounds
colloquial to the public that he writes for, aild- it
awakens easily the confidential laughter that arises
from the quick response of recognition.

Of the technical merits of Mr. Cohan’s plays it would
be superfluous to speak in praise. Few recent enter-
tainments, for example, have been more intelligently
planned than Seven Keys to Baldpate. Mr. Cohan is
gifted with a keen sense of theatrical effect, a remark-
able appreciation of the efficiency of certain actors,
and a positive genius for predicting in advance the pre-
dilections of the public. But is his “ typically Amer-
ican ” drama a great drama; and is it, after all, re-
sumptive of America? . . . These questions must be
asked by anybody who is seriously interested in the
development of a native drama in this country. ,

In answer to these questions, it should be noted first
of all that, in all the plays that have been written by
Mr. Cohan and his emulators, there is no single char-
- acter that may be called a lady or a gentleman, in the
_ sense in which these words are understood in England.
But are there, in America, no ladies and no gentle-
men? . . . Furthermore, there is not a single charac-
ter that may be called cultured, or even especially well
educated. But are there no educated people in Amer-
ica? . . . No character can truthfully be said to talk
the English language, since everybody talks the special
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language of Broadway. But is English a dead lan-
guage in America? . . . We are taken to a world
where there is no such thing as love, nor religion, nor
idealism, nor self-sacrifice, but only the will to succeed
and the impulse to get the better of one’s neighbor. But
are the higher motives actually absent from the Amer-
ican imagination? . .

It appears that, in the current life of present-day
America, there are many noble motives which have
remained untouched and unexploited by Mr. Cohan and
his school. The adjective * American” has not yet
really shriveled to identity with the adjective “ Cohan-
esque.” Though Mr. Cohan rules our stage at present,
some greater leader of our native drama must, in future
years, arise. The enormous territory of our vast and
dreaming life is still awaiting a profound and great
explorer. How long, the critic wonders, must we wait
until some huge Columbus of the theatre shall achieve,
for the dramatic art, an ultimate discovery of America?



X1
YOUTH AND AGE IN THE DRAMA

OxE of the most pleasing plays of American author-
ship in recent years is Old Lady 31, by Rachel Crothers.
Miss Crothers, who has long been noted for her mastery
of the delicate art of dialogue, has written many plays
of promise in the past; but this latest piece is easily
the best of her productions. It is poignantly beautiful,
for the simple reason that it is penetratingly true.
Occasionally, in the past, Miss Crothers has shown a
regrettable tendency to insist upon her own extremely
feminine opinions about life,—as in 4 Man’s World
and Ourselves, to cite a couple of examples; but, in
Old Lady 31, she shows us life itself, relieved from the
intrusion of opinion—and we stand up and remove our
hats, as is our custom in the shining presence of reality.
It would be futile to deny the success of this remark-
able production, either as a work of art or as a popu-
lar entertainment. The casual and careless theatre-
goer has gone to see it—has wept and laughed, in the
wonder-working mood of happy pathos, or pathetic
happiness—and has come away from the performance
a sadder and a wiser [and, in consequence, of course, a
better] man. Yet the interesting fact remains to be
discussed that Miss Crothers has succeeded with a sub-

m
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ject-matter that, for many years, has been tabooed as
dangerous by nearly all of our theatrical purveyors
whose habit is to feel the pulse of the public; for the
milieu of the story is an old ladies’ home, and the theme
of the play is the psychology of several superannuated
people whose active lives have long been past and done
with.  The appeal of youth to youth—which most of
our commercial managers insist upon as a necessary
requisite to popularity—is singularly absent. The
popular success of Old Lady 31 reopens the entire con-
troversy that concerns the question whether or not the
dramatist can ever please the public with an essay in
appreciation of old age.

The project of Old Lady 31 was suggested to Miss
Crothers by a novel that was written by the late Louise
Forsslund. The story follows the declining fortunes
of a pair of aged lovers whose affection for each other
has grown “ durable from the daily dust of life.” Abe
and Angie are very old ; and they have been constrained
to spend the little money they had scraped together,
through the savings of a life-time, against  the years
that gently bend us to the ground.” But, by selling
their little cottage and their furniture and nearly all
their pitiful and dear belongings, they have raised the
hundred dollars that is requisite to secure admittance
for Angie to the Old Ladies’ Home. Abe, on his part,
will have to subsist on charity at the Poor Farm, five
miles away. These simple facts are set forth in a pro-
logue, which shows the two old people saying a sad last
farewell to the little cottage which has been their home
for many years.
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The first act discloses the veranda of the Old Ladies’
Home, and introduces us to several superannuated
women who are gossiping in rocking-chairs concerning
the expected arrival of Angie. These women, who no
longer have anything to do in life, have all the more to
think and feel and say. But something unforeseen
attacks and overwhelms them when Angie arrives, ac-
companied by Abe, who is trundling along her poor
belongings on a hand-cart. Abe tries to say good-bye
to Angie and to set forth smilingly afoot for the Poor
Farm five miles away; but this attempted parting is
more than the old women at the Home can bear to see.
When Troy fell, the followers of Aneas emitted the
immortal phrase, “ We have been Trojans—Troy has
~ been”; and of these faded wrecks in rocking-chairs it
might be said, with equal pathos, “ They have been
women.” In this moment, they remember; and—recall-
ing the keen life they used to know—they insist that
Abe shall not be parted from his Angie, but shall be
received surreptitiously into the Home as Old Lady 31.

The unaccustomed presence of a man in the house
stirs all the thirty women to a vivid recollection of
those feelings which, in Wordsworth’s phrase, may be
described as * intimations of immortality.” The mem-
ory of sex survives its function; and a woman is no less
a woman though she may be seventy or eighty or ninety
years of age. The immediate effect of the reception of
Abe into the Old Ladies’ Home is to accelerate the
coursing of the blood in all the thirty inmates, so that
they become again in spirit the mothers, sisters, wives,
and sweethearts that they used to be. Like bees about
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a flower, they buzz and flutter round the old, old man
who sits in an easy-chair among them; and, when he
falls ill, they fight among themselves and scratch each
other to win the privilege of nursing him. This unusual
situation—for it is indeed amazingly uncustomary on
the stage—is studied by Miss Crothers with a very
subtle sense of characterization.

To Abe at last—who, despite the fact that he is very
old, is still a man—there comes a sense that it is very
irksome to be mothered by so many women. He is
being killed with kindness; and—as men of any age
will do at times—he grows extremely tired of the other
sex. He desires to go forth and have his fling, afar
from the sight of any women ; and, to this end, he plans
clandestinely to run away with an old crony to spend
a glorious evening with the men—the real men—of the
Life-Saving Station on the terrible and tingling coast
that is besieged eternally by the insidious sea. This

.18 his idea of a single, great, and last “ good time,”—to
drink a draught of fellowship with men of mighty
sinews whose business it is to fight against the forces
of the brutal gods, and not to lose the struggle. He
leaves behind a letter for his Angie, to tell her that he.
is going to the Poor Farm and will never again return
to be an inmate of the Old Ladies’ Home.

Angie reads that letter. It would perhaps have
broken her old heart, if Angie had not known what
every woman knows,—that men are merely children and
must come home to their mothers before the sun goes
down. Abe comes home, of course. He has had his
little fling; and he is glad enough to be received again
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as the adopted son—more dear, indeed, because of his
momentary waywardness—of the thirty mother-hearts
that have never missed a beat for him in the Old Ladies’
Home. Angie is there, among them, like a moon
among the stars. She chides him, and scolds him, and
puts him to bed,—as in the years that were; and we do
not need to be told that * they lived happily forever
after.”

Two young people—and only two—appear in the
fabric of this play:—an ambitious young workman
who is poor, and the rich daughter of one of the direc-
tors of the Old Ladies’ Home. They love each other
ardently, and ultimately marry. Their story is ade-
quately plausible, and, moreover, it is prettily told:
but, somehow, it does not seem to matter. For once,
the interest is focused so tremendously on people who
are ending life that the audience has no attemtion to
devote to people who are merely starting out to test
it. These two young lovers—though truthfully and
sympathetically drawn—might be deleted from the
story without detracting from its interest. 7

Here, then, we have a play that amuses and enchants
the audience because it deals, in the ingratiating mood
of sympathetic understanding, with the subject of old
age. Yet this is a subject which most of our com-
mercial managers have always been afraid of. It has
been their theory that youth must be served in the
theatre, and that the heroine, in particular, must always
be a young and pretty girl.

A little while ago, when The Boomerang was settling
down to its record-making run at the Belasco Theatre,
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the present writer happened to enjoy an interesting
conversation with Mr. Belasco concerning the career of
that very slight but delicately modulated comedy. In
discussing the basic reasons for the quite extraordinary
popularity of this play, which he admitted to be fragile,
Mr. Belasco said that the public flocked to see The
Boomerang because it dealt with the emotions of young
people, in terms that young people could easily appre-
ciate. He then advanced the interesting theory that
the average age of the theatre-going public is only
twenty-two or twenty-three, and that, to attract a
great deal of money to the box-office, it is necessary
first of all to please the girl of twenty-two and the
young gentleman whom she allures to take her to the
play. If the young folks are satisfied, said Mr.
Belasco, the success of any undertaking in the theatre
is assured.

Whether or not this diagnosis of the case is justified
from the standpoint of commercial calculation [and
commercial calculation is a potent factor in dramatic
art], it must be stated that the efforts of the dramatist
would be extremely stultified if he should feel himself
condemned to write forever for girls of twenty-two. .
There are many interesting and important things in
life that an author cannot talk about to young girls,
for the simple reason that young girls are not suffi-
ciently experienced to understand them. The reach of
the drama should be coextensive with the range of life;
and any aspect of the life of man that may be made to
seem interesting on the stage should be regarded as
available for projection in a play. If a dramatist has
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created Romeo—whom any girl of twenty-two can un-
derstand—must he be forbidden, at some subsequent
period of his own development, to create King Lear?
Must the drama deal eternally with youth, and never at
all with age?

These questions recall to vivid recollection a conver-
sation with Sir Arthur Pinero which took place in
London in the spring of 1910. Two of the very great-
est plays of this great master of the dramaturgic art—
The Thunderbolt and Mid-Channel—had recently re-
ceived a rather scant appreciation from the London
public. The present writer suggested that one reason
for their lack of popularity was the fact that neither
play contained a character that the average frequenters
of the theatre could easily and naturally love. ¢ You
make them hate the Blundells, you make them hate the
Mortimores ; and they go away confirmed in the uncriti-
cal ‘opinion that you have made them hate the play.
They hate the play all the harder because the charac-
ters are so real that they cannot get away from them or
get around them. You make your auditors uncomfort-
able by telling them the truth about certain men and
women who are very like themselves. They do not like
to listen to uncomfortable truths; they decide, there-
fore, that they do not like to hear you talk; and they
tell their friends to stay away.” By some such argu-
ment, the critic sought to draw an answer from the
dramatist.

Sir Arthur’s answer may be recorded most clearly
in a paraphrase that is freely recomposed from ma-
terials that are registered in memory. It ran, in the
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main, as follows:—“ It takes me a year to make a
play,—six months to get acquainted with the charac-
ters, and six months to build the plot and write the
dialogue. All that time, I have to seclude myself from
the companionship of friends and live only with the
imaginary people of my story. Why should I do this—
at my age? I don’t need money; I don’t desire—if
you will pardon me for saying so—to increase the
reputation that I have. Sweet Lavender made my
fortune; The Second Mrs. Tanqueray made my
reputation: and for many years I have not needed to
write plays. Why, then, should I go on? Only because
the task is interesting. But it would not be interest-
ing to me unless I were interested personally in the
people of my plays. You say the public hate the
Blundells and the Mortimores. I do not care. I love
those twisted and exacerbated people, because—you
see—they interest me. I think I must have what the
critics call ¢a perverted mind.’ [It should be noted
that the wise and brilliant playwright said this with a
smile.] The only characters that seem to interest me
nowadays are people whose lives have somehow gone
awry. I like to wonder at the difference between the
thing they are and the thing they might have been.
That, to me, is the essence of the mystery of life,—the
difference between a man as he is and the same man as
God intended and desired him to be. But to see this,
you must catch your man in the maturity of years.
Young people—sweet young people in particular—no
longer seem to interest me: I would rather spend my
evenings at the Garrick Club than go down to the
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country and live six months with an imaginary com-
pany of people like Sweet Lavender. She was a nice
girl; but, after the first hour, there was nothing more
to know about her. I now prefer the Mortimores; for
there is always something more to find out about people
" such as they are. You cannot exhaust them in an hour,
or six months. Young people are pretty to look at, and
theatre-goers like them, as they liked my little Laven-
der, so many years ago; but, now that I have lived a
little longer, I prefer people with a past. A future—
that is nothing but a dream: but a past—there you
have a soil to delve in.”

These words—as has been stated—are merely para-
phrased from memory; but the sense is fairly repre-
sentative of the attitude of mind of our greatest living
playwright toward his art. Sir Arthur Pinero might
not disagree with Mr. Belasco in the managerial opin-
ion that the safest path toward making money in the
theatre is to write about young people for the young;
but he himself—having made sufficient money with
Sweet Lavender [the Boomerang of thirty years ago]
—prefers, for his own pleasure, to write plays about
people who have reached a maturity of years.

On the score of art alone—without regard to com-
merce—a great deal might be said in support of heroes
and of heroines that are no longer young. A story of
adventure or of love demands an atmosphere of youth;
but there are many things in life more interesting to the
adult mind than adolescent love or extravagant adven-
ture. The greatest plays are plays of character; and

character is nothing more nor less than the sum-total
4
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of experience. What a person is, at any moment, is
merely a remembered record of all that he has been. To
be alive, a person must have lived; and very few people
have lived at all at twenty-two.

The greatest artists who have dealt with character
have always preferred to depict people in the maturity
of years instead of in the heyday of that superficidl
beauty which is nothing but a passing bloom upon the
face of youth. Consider Rembrandt, for example—the
most searching and most deeply penetrant of all the
portrait-painters of the world. A Rembrandt portrait
is a record of all that life has written on the face of the
sitter ; and the portrait becomes meaningful almost pre-
cisely in proportion to the age of the person whom the
artist looked at. Like Velasquez, Rembrandt painted
what he saw: but with this difference,—he had to have
something to see. The disinterested Spaniard could
depict the vacant faces of the royal family with abso-
lute fidelity to fact and yet achieve a triumph of the
minor artistry of painting; but Rembrandt, to be
interested, had to have a sitter who had lived. If the
all but perfect artist of the Netherlands can be re-
garded ever to have failed at all, he failed in the depic-
tion of young girls. There was nothing in their faces
for such a man to see. He was most successful in his
portraits of old women and old men; for in these he
was allowed to wonder—to quote once more the mean-
ing of Pinero—at the difference between the thing they
were and the thing they might have been. He depicted
character as the sum-total of a life-time of experience.

Must the playwright be denied this privilege because
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the average theatre-goer is a girl of twenty-two? The
success of Old Lady 31 is a salutary fact to bolster up
our wishes on the negative side of this contention. Abe
and Angie, in this play, are more interesting at seventy
or eighty than they ever could have been at twenty,
before time and the mellowness of ripe .experience had
written genial wrinkles on their brows. Rembrandt
would have loved to paint a portrait of these two; and
Rembrandt, in the heaven of eternal artists, sits very
high in the Celestial Rose.

Another point to be considered is that young people,
when imagined by the dramatist, must be depicted by
young people on the stage. Hence a premium is set
on youth and beauty among our actors and, more espe-
cially, our actresses. A young girl endowed by nature
with a pretty face and fluffy hair is made a star, while
many older and less lovely women who know more—
much more—about the art of acting are relegated to
the ranks. The greatest interpretative artist in the
world, Madame Yvette Guilbert, said recently in a pub-
lic address that no woman could act well before she had
attained the age of thirty-five. Twenty years of study
of such technical details as those of diction and of ges-
ture, and a maturity of personal experience, were
absolutely necessary before an actress could be fitted to
stand forth before the public as an interpreter of human
nature. If this is true—and the solid fact must be
accepted that Madame Guilbert herself is now a finer
and a greater artist than she seemed even capable of
becoming twenty years ago—the premium that now is
set upon the youthful charm of youthful actresses is
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seen to be a very shallow thing. What boots it, after
all, to be a star at twenty-five, unless a woman can
become, like Sarah Bernhardt, a central and essential
sun at seventy?

Mouch, of course; might be said, concelvably, on either
side. On the one hand, there is Keats, who died at
twenty-five; and, on the other hand, there is Ibsen, who
did not begin his greatest work till after he was fifty.
Those whom the gods love die young or live long, as
the chance may fall; and there is no mathematical solu-
. tion of the mystery. But this much may be said with
emphasis, in summing up :—that there is no valid reason
why the dramatist should be denied the privilege of
dealing with character at its maturity in terms that
are intelligible to the adult mind. Youth may be served
in the theatre ; but old age is still of service, as a theme
for the serener contemplation of a ripe intelligence.
Despite the imperious and -undeniable appeal of youth,
there must always be a place upon the boards for the
dramatist who says,—

Grow old along with me!
The best is yet to be,
The last of life, for which the first was made:
Qur times are in His hand
Who saith, “ A whole I planned,
Youth shows but half trust God; see all nor be afraid!”




XII
YVETTE GUILBERT — PREMIERE DISEUSE

THE stage is very empty ; it is almost pitifully lonely.
The back-drop [borrowed from some scenic store-
house] displays a conventional picture of a conven-
tional French garden. There is no carpeting upon the
bare boards of the platform. Forward, in one corner, a
grand piano looks incongruously out of place; and at
the instrument is seated a totally uninteresting man.
The lights have been turned up, and a momentary hush
has quenched the buzzing in the auditorium.

A woman enters through the wings, walks downward
to the center of the stage; and at once the house is
filled and thrilled with the sensation that this is one of
the great women of the world. She is wearing a medie-
val costume—a robe to set you dreaming of the little
church at Castelfranco and the magic carpet hung be-
hind the head of the Virgin of Giorgione: but it is not
the costume, but the woman wearing it, that has en-
chanted your attention. * She walks in beauty, like |
the night of cloudless climes and starry skies.”

She has reached the center of the stage; she pauses
and stands still; she is about to speak. A thousand
ears instinctively yearn toward her. In a few sen-
tences of finely chiseled French, she announces that she
is going to render an old ballad of the people—a ballad

89
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of the fifteenth century—that tells the story of the birth
of Christ. That is all; but, somehow, you have experi-
enced already a drift of very great adventures. First,
you have seen a woman walking greatly; and no other
woman can do that, since Modjeska passed away.
Next, you have seen a woman greatly standing still;
and no other woman can do that, except la Duse, whom
a nation calls divine. Then, you have heard a woman
speak ; and you have been reminded of the goal of all
your striving, ever since you were a little child and felt
yourself first tortured by the imperious and yet elusive
eloquence of words.

From the inconspicuous piano a few notes have been
emitted; and the great woman has begun to enunciate
the words of the old ballad. The stage is not empty
‘any longer ; it will never be lonely any more. The silly
old back-drop has faded quite away. The piano has
become invisible. You are looking forth, in a wonder-
ful clear night of stars, over the hushed housetops of
the town of Bethlehem. From somewhere in the dis-
tance comes the high-pitched, thin, and drowsy call of
the night-watchman droning forth the hour. You are
back in the mysterious and dreaming East, where mil-
lions meditate upon the immanence of God—back in
that year of years from which our time is dated. You
see a heavy, weary woman toiling toward a tavern; you
see her rebuffed rudely by a fat-pursed hostess; you
share the timorous despair of her humble husband ; you
are relegated to the stable, and breathe the breath of
cattle. There is a pause—a silence. Then, suddenly,
there comes a chant as of a host of angels, trumpet-
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tongued, blaring forth the miracle of birth beneath the
dancing of a million stars.

No play has ever made you conscious, with such
keenness, of so much of human life; no music has ever
given such wings to your imaginatiop. You begin to
wonder what has happened to you; you begin to realize
that, in the drama of your own experience, the thrilling
stage-direction has at last been written,—* Enter Art ”!
But, once again, the great woman pauses, and is silent,
and stands still, and speaks. Next, she tells you, she
will render an old-time ballad of the death of Christ.
This ballad, in the sixteenth century, was chanted
every Eastertide before the portals of all the great
cathedrals of France. There is a silence, and a pause,.
- “Including the Cathedral of Rheims,” the artist adds: ~
and you feel great tears welling up into your eyes.

Thence, forward through the centuries, she leads you
through the history of France, projecting many ballads
of the people, nearly all by nameless authors—some
tragic, some poignantly pathetic, others charmingly
alluring, others brightly gay. She changes her cos-
tume to suit the changes of the centuries; she alters her
carriage, her gestures, the conduct of her voice, to suit
the alterations of the moods that she imagines. But,
every time, she seems to crowd the stage with many
living people; and always she overwhelms the audience
with the spirit of the piece that she is rendering.

You come away from her performance, swimming
in a phosphorescent sea. For two hours you have wor-
shiped in a temple where beauty is truth, truth beauty;
and now you know that nothing else on earth is worth
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the knowing. You have been seeking, all your life, for
Art; and at last you have met it face to face; and you
are not afraid, but there is a terrible, sweet singing in
your soul.

You have been reminded, in a single afternoon, of the -
great person that you meant to be when you were
twenty-one; you have been enlisted, once again, in the
little army of the good and faithful who labor ever-
more without discouragement to make the world more
beautiful ; you have been allured once more to such a
love of the loveliness of language that you no longer
hear the strident voices of the people in the street; you
have been taught to imagine the possibilities of civiliza-
tion; you have sold your soul to Art, and deemed the
bargain generous.

There is no word in English for that medium of art
of which Yvette Guilbert is the supreme and perfect
master. It is not acting, it is not singing, it is not
recitation; yet it combines the finest beauties of all
three. It offers simultaneously an interpretation of
literature and an interpretation of music; and it con-
tinually reminds you of what is loveliest in painting, in
sculpture, and in dancing. The French call her a
diseuse—that is to say, a woman who knows how to
say things; and when we think how few people in the
world this phrase could justly be applied to, we shall
no longer wonder at the rarity of her performance.

The art of saying things, as exemplified by Madame
Guilbert, has become, indeed, a synthesis of all the arts.
Details have been selected from the methods of all the
known media of expression and have been arranged in
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a perfectly concordant pattern. All the arts are
merely so many different languages to give expression
to the same essential entity; and this essential entity—
which constitutes the soul of art—is rhythm. Paint-
ing, sculpture, and architecture make rhythmic . pat-
terns to the eye; music, poetry, and prose made rhyth-
mic patterns to the ear. The art of Yvette Guilbert
does both. By her bodily movements, her gestures, her
facial expression, she makes patterns in space, to charm
the eye; and by her enunciation of words and music, she
makes patterns in time, to charm the ear. She has
developed a universal language—a way of appealing
simultaneously and with equal power to the deaf and
to the blind.

. The secret of her art is a mastery of rhythm—the
quintessential element of all the arts that have ever
been developed by mankind; and of this element her
mastery is absolute. She is one of the great artists of
the world—not only of our time but of all times. - She
belongs to that high company that is graced by Dona-
tello, Gian Bellini at his best, Mozart, and Keats—the
perfect masters of a finally perfected medium.

Her art, alas!, is not like theirs immortal, for the
medium of her expression is the perishable temple of
the human soul ; but to us, who are privileged to see and
hear her, the beauty that she bids to be appeals more
poignantly because of the tragic sense that it is tran-
sient. It seems, indeed, an image of that * Joy, whose
hand is ever at his lips, bidding adieu.”
 But Yvette Guilbert is not only a great artist, she

'is also a great woman; and this fact adds the final
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needed note to a performance that is necessarily so
personal as hers. There are not so many really great
people in the world that it can ever cease to be a privi-
lege to come into their presence. She is a great woman,
because—in Whitman’s phrase—she * contains multi-
tudes.” She sits serene upon that height of civilization
toward which uncounted generations have been toiling
since the dawn of time; and, throned upon the summit,
she “throws little glances down, smiling, and under-
stands them with her eyes.”

- She is not only supreme in art; she is also supreme in
personality. She seems to incorporate within herself
the very essence of the nation that has engendered her.
“ Though fallen on evil days—on evil days though
fallen, and evil tongues,” a clear majority of living
men still realize that there is such a thing as truth, and
such a thing as beauty, and such a thing as right, and
are ready to die for the idea that civilization is a better
thing than barbarism. To all who are so minded, the
most inspiring ideal that is tingling in the world to-
day is the ideal of that beleaguered country that is
holding firm the ramparts of the only world worth liv-
ing in: that country of the neat and nimble speech, that
country of sweet reason and unfathomable tenderness
of heart, that country of liberty, equality, fraternity,
that country which is the second home and foster-
mother of all the artists of the world who meditate be-
neath the stars. All that this leader of the nations has
to say seems summed up and expressed in the incompar-
able art of this incomparable woman. It is as if great
France had blown a kiss to us across the seas.
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XIII
THE LOVELINESS OF LITTLE THINGS

For those who seek adventure among beautiful
achievements, there is a special pleasure in contemplat-
ing the loveliness of little things. The tiny temple at
Nimes is not so great an edifice as the Cathedral of
Amiens, but it is much more perfect and more fine.
The mind is overawed by the tremendous seraphim of
Tintoretto, cutting through chaos with strong, level
flight ; but the heart goes out with keener fondness to
the little angels of Fra Angelico, that demurely set one
tiny foot before the other on the pansied fields of Para-
dise. The vastest work of Byron is Don Juan, with its
enormous incongruity of moods; but his loveliest work
is the simple-mooded little lyric that begins, ¢ She walks
in beauty.” Could any colossus of sculpture be so
dainty or so delicate as the little bronze Narcissus of
Naples, whose uplifted finger is eternally accompanied
by a melody of unheard flutes? What is Shakespeare’s
finest and most perfect work? It is not Hamlet nor
Macbeth; it is not even Othello; it is, I think, the tiny
song beginning, “ Take, oh, take those lips away.” It
is conceivable that any of his great plays might be
improved by a hundred alterations in the lines; but to
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change a single syllable of that forlorn and lovely lyric
would be like scratching the face of a little child.

It is one of the paradoxes of art that its very finest
works are nearly always minor works. The pursuit of
perfectness is incompatible with the ambition for am-
plitude, and a vast creation can seldom be completely
fine. A cameo is a more perfect thing than a cathedral;
and lovers of all that is most delicate in versification
must turn to minor poets, like Catullus. The major
poet can afford to be careless, but the minor poet is
constrained to write perfectly if he is to write at all.
With the major poet, mere art is a secondary concern;
he may, indeed, be a great artist like Milton, or he may
be a reckless and shoddy artist like Walt Whitman.
But the minor poet loves art for the sake of art; he
pursues perfection, and can rest content with nothing
less faultless and less fine. Amid the drums and tram-
plings of all the great Elizabethan tragedies, there is no
passage quite so perfect in pathetic delicacy as Mr.
Austin Dobson’s little lyric in dialogue entitled, *“ Good

night, Babette.”
Such exquisite minor works as this and all the others

we have mentioned must be regarded as the little chil-
dren of art. They awaken an affection that can never
be inspired by those gigantic presences before which
we bow our heads in awe. It is a great thing to strew
roses in the triumphal path of Cesar, but it is a sweeter
thing to deck with daffodils the blown hair of some
dancing little maid. In the autobiography of Ben-
venuto Cellini, we learn that the dearest heir of his in-
vention was not the tall and agile Perseus that now



LOVELINESS OF LITTLE THINGS 97

tukes the rain in Florence, but the precious little salt-
cellar which now arrests the wanderer through many
rooms in the vast museum of Vienna. In this minor
work, the artist’s medium was not bronze, but gold; he
was not making a monument for multitudes to gape at,
but was perfecting a tiny and a precious thing for the
eyes of the enlightened few. In this regard, a minor
work of art may be defined as a work of art designed
for the minority.

In many modern languages, like French and German
and Italian, the sweetest way of expressing endearment
is through the use of a diminutive.  Miitterchen,” in
German, means not merely “little mother ” but “dear
little mother ” as well ; and when the younger Lippi was
nicknamed Filipino, the name meant not so much * little
Philip” as “the well-belovéd Philip.” There is a
famous passage in Dante’s Purgatory, at the outset of
the twenty-eighth canto, where the poet’s keenness of
affection for the perfect world is expressed by his ap-
Rreciation of the little birds that sing on little branches
in tree-tops swung lightly by a little breeze; and this
succession of diminutives is like a reaching out of tiny
fingers groping for the reader’s hand.

Whoever has looked upon the sweetest painting in
the world must know the love of little things. When
you enter the tiny chapel of the Frari Church in Venice
where the masterwork of Gian Bellini sits- enshrined,
you begin instinctively to walk in whispers. Your first
impression is that of an ineffable serenity—a quiet that
you must not interrupt. But this serenity arises partly
from the fact that the Madonna is such a little lady,
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and that the winged musicians that stand listening be-
neath her throne are the youngest of the children of
the angels. And her own child, despite his sturdiness of
standing, seems such a little boy beside those dwarfed
athletes that bulge their muscles in Raphael’s cartoons.
And the strips of landscape beyond the venerable saints
open such enticing, tiny vistas of the earth. . .
Tintoretto may swoop roaring through immensity ; but
here is an artist whose heart was as a nest for all the
sweet, winged wishes of the world. He reminds you of
little children kneeling in the night and whispering
“God bless . . .” to all the things that are.

Similarly, the devotees of the drama must always
keep an open home within their hearts for the reception
of the little children of this most adult of all the arts.
There are certain plays that one would like to mention
always with an Italian diminutive—with some such
nickname as * Prunella,” for example. There is no
vastness and no grandeur in their structure—only an
intimacy of little perfectnesses. One feels a bit afraid
lest they might be seen by some one incapable of tender-
ness for tiny things. To this category must be assigned
that exquisite dramatic poem of Alfred de Musset,
A Quoi Révent les Jeunes Filles; and in this same
context the reader must also be invited to consider such
a fantasy as Prunella, by Mr. Laurence Housman and
- Mr. Granville Barker. .

Prunella is a young maiden who lives immured in a
little house and garden with three forbidding aunts,
Prim, Privacy, and Prude. Along comes a company
of strolling players, headed by Pierrot and Scaramel,
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who gain access to Prunella and awaken in her a long-
ing to flee away into the mysterious and alluring world.
Pierrot wins her love, and, aided by Scaramel and the
others, abducts her from her prison-house at night.
In the last act, after Pierrot has tired of her, she wan-
ders home friendless and disenchanted. But Pierrot
had learned [it is sweet to think he may have learned
this little truth from Mr. Austin Dobson] that “love
comes back to his vacant dwelling.” His loneliness has
taught him the value and the need of the old, old love
that he knew of 'yore. Prunella once again becomes his
Pierrette, and they look forward toward a life whose
love is real.

This story is, in all essentials, the same story that
was told in Sister Beatrice; but it lacks those overtones
of eternity which Maeterlinck has imparted to his
narrative. It was apparently the purpose of the
authors of Prunella to emulate the pretty and witty
art of such a piece as Les Romanesques of M. Edmond
Rostand, but they lacked that brilliant exuberance of
fancy which was demanded by their task. Every once
in a while the authors permit us to regret that the piece
could not have been written for them by Théodore de
Banville or Mr. Austin Dobson. Several of Mr. Hous-
man’s lyric stanzas are delightful ; but his handling of
rhymed couplets is pedestrian, and the prose passages
lack that illumination, as by a flock of fire-flies, that is
desirable in a composition of this type.



X1V
THE MAGIC OF MR. CHESTERTON

It is not often that those of us who frequent the
theatres in New York are permitted to quote with per-
tinence that noble phrase of Wordsworth’s,—* Great
men have been among us.” Most of the plays that we
are asked to see—however clever be their deft adjust-
ment of a calculated means to a previously estimated
end—have been written, all too undeniably, by men no
greater than ourselves. While admitting, with due def-
erence, our inability to manufacture so satisfactory an
entertainment, we still remain uncomfortably conscious
of our own ability to manufacture something else that
shall be equally praiseworthy in its kind. Mr. George
Broadhurst may know more about the business of mak-
ing plays than we do; but there are many other matters
concerning which we feel that we know more than Mr.
Broadhurst. In this mood—which is, as has been said,
uncomfortable—we miss that genuflection of the spirit,
that graceful upward looking of the eyes of the intelli-
gence, which we instinctively desire to pay out as a
tribute to a mind that is unquestionably bigger than
. our own. :

It has often been remarked that women like to be
100
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mastered,—that they like to be bent and beaten by a
physical and mental power that is strong enough to
conquer them. Even so, appreciators and adorers of
the arts like to bow before the power of a mind that
they perceive to be more mighty than their own. Those
of us who reverently entér any temple of the arts are
evermore desirous of recognizing and trumpeting the
miracle that “ great men have been among us.” Our
knees are always more than ready for a genuflection;
but too often—all too often—we strain opr ears in
vain to catch the swishing of those garments whose
edges we may seize with dignity and kiss with adora-
tion. We come into the holy place with prayers upon
our lips, but we find it tragically empty of a god to
listen to our chants of praise.

Aspiring young authors often ask advice as to how
to go about the business of learning to write interesting
plays. Ought they, like Shakespeare, to begin their
apprenticeship as actors? Ought they, like Ibsen, to
begin as stage-directors? Should they study with Pro-
fessor George Pierce Baker of Harvard University, or
with Mr. George M. Cohan of Broadway? They are
usually told to crawl into the theatre as quickly as
possible, in any capacity whatever, and to spend at
least a decade in the theatre, picking up a practical
knowledge of all the tricks of the dramatic trade. If
only for the sake of variety, the present writer would
like to offer another kind of counsel. It might not be
a bad plan if the aspiring young author should devote
the first thirty-five or forty years of his life to the task
of growing up to be a great man, and should subse-
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quently sit down in some comparatively idle moment
and write a play to please himself. Whatever pleases
a great man is likely to please at least the sort of
people who recognize a great man when he speaks to
them; and could any playwright desire a more honor-
able audience?

Magic is the first and only play by Mr. Gilbert K.
Chesterton. Mr. Chesterton has had no training what-
soever in the technique of the theatre. Indeed, since he
settled down in his big chair in Beaconsfield, he has
rarely, if ever, gone to the theatre so many as half a
dozen times in any season. Yet Magic goes to show
how good a job may be accomplished by a very able
mind that chooses, for a change, to undertake a task in
an unfamiliar medium. Mr. Max Marcin or Mr. Roi
Cooper Megrue might have built this play a little bet-
ter; but, on the other hand, it may be doubted if either
of them would ever have thought of building it at all.
And, when it came to the writing of the dialogue,—well,
G. K. C. knows how to write, and that also is a little
matter that requires an apprenticeship of twenty
years. . . .

Magic is beautifully written, in that peculiar mood
of intermingled poetry and humor that seems to be
exclusively the property of the English-speaking race.
The French, like Edmond Rostand, can be at the same
time witty and poetic; the Germans, like Goethe, can
be at the same time poetic and satirical; the Italians,
like Dante, can be at the same time sardonic and poetic;
but only the English, from Chaucer to Chesterton, can
command that paradoxical and almost mystic mood
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which is both laughable and lovable,—both lovely and
laughing.

Magic is a very interesting play, for the simple rea-
son that Mr. Chesterton is a very interesting man. The
important thing about Mr. Chesterton is not what he
thinks about anything-in particular, but what he thinks
about everything in general. It is the mark of a great
man that his vision of the universe is so coérdinated
that what appeals to him in this or that detail is mainly
the fact of their relation to each other. When a man,
for instanece, has encompassed the religion of Keats, the
thing that interests him thereafter about beauty is the
simple fact that it is true, and the thing that interests
him about truth is the simple fact that it is beautiful.
Pragmatical philosophers assert that any religion will
serve, so long as it may prove to be of service; but,
without a religion, a mind is at the mercy of every wind
that blows, like a ship without an anchorage. The mark
of a great man is that he has succeeded in discovering a
religion that, at least, is suited to himself and serves
adequately to cobrdinate the apprehensions of his in-
tellect. (At this point, it may not be superfluous to
remind the reader parenthetically that, if any of our
American playwrights—with the possible exception of
Mr. Augustus Thomas—have discovered a religion,
they have succeeded in concealing the discovery from
those of us who listen to their plays.)

Unless a man can tell us clearly what he thinks about
the universe in general, his scattered thoughts concern-
ing this or that detail must be regarded as of very small

importance. Not until we know a man’s opinion about
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God are we ready to appreciate his opinions about ships
and shoes and sealing-wax and cabbages and kings.
In the great gigantic jig-saw picture-puzzle of the uni-
verse, the pattern is the only thing that really counts.
The important thing about Mr. Chesterton is that his
mental attitude toward anything is consistent with
his mental attitude toward everything.

Mr. Chesterton’s religion is exceedingly simple. De-
spite a general impression to the contrary, he is not a
member of any established church,—neither of the
Church of England nor of the Church of Rome; but,
to his friends, he is accustomed to describe himself as
an Early Christian. He believes in miracles. He
believes, in other words, that the business of the uni-
verse is conducted on two planes—the natural and
the supernatural. He believes that this world, for
instance, is inhabited not only by those temporary ten-
ants that are known as human beings (“‘ more or less
human,” certain satirists would say), but also by such
eternal tenants as ghosts and goblins, saints and fairies,
devils, angels, and many other sorts of disembodied
spirits.

In this belief (which, of course, is only a detail of a
larger pattern of codrdinated mysticism), Mr. Chester-
ton ig utterly sincere. His mind would not be willing
to accept a world that had no magic in it. That is the
kind of person that he is; and, if we disagree with his
religion, we have at least the privilege of recognizing
that he is, at least, a person of that kind, and that he
means what he says, and means it absolutely.

With Mr. Chesterton’s belief in miracles, the present
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commentator disagrees entirely. One of the most mag-
nificent attributes of that abstraction which we call con-
veniently the Mind of God is the idea of Law. To
assume what Stevenson has termed “some wilful ille-
gality of Nature,” would seem less wonderful than to
assume an irrefragible continuance of the august de-
cree. It is so great a thing to make and keep a law
that it would be comparatively trivial to break it. The
simple facts of birth and death are so amazing that our
finite minds, to lose themselves in wonder, are not
required to imagine any rising of the sloughed and
rotted body from the tomb. When the Law itself is so
majestic, why search for any more astounding majesty
in some capricious and illogical remission of the Law?
Why seek for any rising from the dead, in a world
wherein it may be, on occasion, so magnificent a thing
to die? Why accuse God of committing miracles, when
miracles can only be regarded as indications of a mo-
mentary change of mind?

Mr. Chesterton, in Magic, has asserted that a man
endowed with simple and enormous faith may—merely
by taking thought, and without recourse in any way at
all to scientific trickery—perform a miracle whose
causes he himself is utterly incapable of fathoming.
Mr. Chesterton believes what he says,—even as the
authors of the early gospels believed that the Great
Person whose religion they were trying to expound was
capable of turning water into wine. To this assumption
that the Mind of God descends, upon occasion, to in-
dulge in the capricious exercise of *“ wilful illegalities,”
the present writer is required to oppose a contrary
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belief. To put the matter rather poignantly—if God
has time enough to waste on such trivial trickery as
changing a red lamp into a blue lamp at the call of the
conjurer in Mr. Chesterton’s play, how does it happen
that He was too busy, at the moment, to prevent the
present war? The trouble with any idea of Deity that
is too intimate and personal is that we are tempted all
too easily to inquire why a God that is so human should
care so little about ordinary human justice. A God
like Mr. Chesterton’s, who has time to drop in of an
evening for a personal visit to the drawing-room of a
Duke, ought assuredly to be able to attend immediately
to such matters as the burning of Louvain or the shat-
tering of Rheims Cathedral or the sinking of the
Lusitanta.

But, though the present writer disagrees with Mr.
Chesterton’s religion, he is ready at least to remove his
hat in Mr. Chesterton’s presence, because of the unusual
and, in consequence, impressive fact that Mr. Chester-
ton has a religion, and knows what it is, and is eager to
express it and to preach it with enthusiasm.




XV
MIDDLE CLASS OPINION

IN their mental attitude toward any subject, all
people may be divided into three classes, which may be
called most conveniently by those terms so dear to
sociologists and snobs,—a lower class, a middle class,
and ‘an upper class. The lower class is composed of
those people who know nothing at all about the subject
in question; the middle class is composed of those
people who know a little about the subject, but not
much; and the upper class is composed of those people
who know a great deal about it. Any single individual
may hold a lower class opinion on one subject, a middle
class opinion on another, and an upper class opinion on
a third. Thus, the same man might know nothing about
poetry, a little about politics, and a great deal about
plumbing. Again, a person with an upper class opin-
ion about dogs may hold a lower class opinion about
dogmas. Nearly everybody is an expert in his line and
an ignoramus in certain other lines ; but, toward a con-
siderable number of intervening matters, nearly every-
body holds a middle class opinion,—the opinion of one
who knows a little, but not much.

Every work of art appeals for the approbation of
all three classes of observers—those who know nothing
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about the art that is being exercised, those who know a
little about it, and those who know a great deal about it.
Every professional dancer, for example, must be judged
by people who dance well, by people who dance a little,
and by people who do not dance at all. I¥, like Mordkin
or Nijinsky, he can capture the approbation of all
three classes of observers, his reputation is assured;
but such an absolute and undisputed triumph is very
rare in the history of art.

In the history of art, it frequently happens that the
opinion of the lower class is supported and affirmed
by the opinion of the upper class. The adage about
the meeting of extremes is curiously sustained by this
phenomenon. But, in such cases, it nearly always
happens that the middle class dissents sharply from
the united and preponderant opinion of those who know
less and those who know more. Indeed, the statement
may be ventured that the mental middle class is nearly
always a class of dissenters.

Let us consider how this formula works out when
applied to concrete instances. People who know noth-
ing about painting regard the efforts of the cubists as
absurd; people who know a great deal about painting
regard them, also, as absurd. These efforts are con-
sidered seriously only by people who know a little about
painting, but not much. ¢ A little knowledge *—as the
most common-sensible of English poets stated—*“is a
dangerous thing.” Here we have an instance of the
sharp dissent of middle class opinion from the united
opinion of the lower and the upper classes. The ex-
tremes meet ; but the middle term refuses to conjoin.
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Again, let us consider, in this regard, the reputation
of Tennyson as a writer. Among the lower class—the
class of people who know nothing whatsoever about the
art of writing—Tennyson is the most popular of all
British poets. Among the upper class—a class com-
posed, in this instance, of the twenty people in England
and the ten people in America who know how to write
the English language—Tennyson is revered as the
finest artist (with the certain exception of Milton and
the possible exception of Keats) in the entire history
of English verse. In this case, again, the few experts
agree with the multitudinous proletariat. But among
the middle class—the class of people who know a little
about writing, but not much—the perfect art of Ten-
nyson is sneered at and spoken of with scorn. Repre-
sentatives of middle class opinion always prefer the
artistry of Browning—or say that they do. In saying
so0, and thus dissenting from the opinion of the lower
class, they think they are asserting their superiority.
Little do they realize that, at the same time, they are
emphasizing their inferiority to those who know much
more than they do about the art of writing.

Browning is a great poet—a greater poet, it is pos-
sible, that Tennyson—but the point to be noted in the
present context is that he has been taken up by the
middle class of readers not because of his merits as a
poet, but because of his defects as a writer. Browning
is praised by the middle class not because he is admired
by the upper class but because he is not admired by the
lower class. The cult of Browning is essentially a snob-
bish cult,—a cul